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Though writing is an essential life skill (National Commission on Writing, 2003, 
2004, 2005), time spent writing in classrooms across the US is brief (Applebee & Langer, 
2006; Applebee & Langer, 2011; Graham & Perin, 2007; National Commission on 
Writing, 2003). Furthermore, writing achievement of English learners (ELs) who 
represent nearly five million US students (Mather & Foxen, 2010) is often lower than 
other sub-groups (Fry, 2007, 2008).  
As such, using case study research (Stake, 2000, 2003) this study explored three 
sixth-eighth-grade teachers’ experiences with an initiative to enhance writing instruction 
through the use of systemic functional linguistics (SFL), an approach that emphasizes 
writing for multiple purposes and the explicit teaching of language (Christie & 
Derewianka, 2008; Derewianka, 1990, 1999). SFL-informed instruction is an emerging 
strategy used to enhance the writing of ELs in US schools (see Brisk, Hodgson-Drysdale, 
& O’Connor, 2011; Brisk & Zisselsberger, 2010; Gebhard, et al., 2007; Schleppegrell & 
Go, 2007).  
A key argument of this ethnographic study is that the shape of the degree to which 
these three teachers took up a new way of teaching writing can be explained along a 
series of continua, consisting of the following five dimensions: cultivation of caring 
relationships with students, recognition of the needs of ELs, view of writing, commitment
to professional growth, and commitment to collaboration and a number of related sub-
dimensions. Another finding relates to the affective dimensions of teaching and learning, 
attention to which appeared to enhance teachers’ enactment of SFL. Implications of these 
findings benefit teacher educators and professional development providers committed to 
enhancing writing instruction in US schools and speak to the field of educational reform 
more broadly by offering insight into multiple dimensions that influence teachers’ uptake 





To the memory of my mother, Beverly B. Pavlak, whose love of children and of literacy 
long ago inspired me to become an educator, I dedicate this dissertation. Thank you, Ma, 







 I am deeply grateful for the many friends, family members, and mentors who 
have helped make writing this dissertation not only possible but also a deeply meaningful 
process. In many ways, all three of my committee members have enriched my doctoral 
studies and have reinforced my commitment to teacher education. First, I want to thank 
Patrick McQuillan, the chair of my dissertation committee. Pat, your commitment to 
educational reform, knowledge of qualitative research methods, and attention to the 
nuances of life in schools have motivated me to become a better scholar since my first 
semester at Boston College. I wholeheartedly thank you for pushing me to fully articulate 
my ideas and for challenging me to think deeply about issues impacting the teachers in 
my study and beyond.  
Maria Estela Brisk, another committee member, has been a mentor since I arrived 
in Boston. Maria, your passion for learning new things (like SFL) and for working with 
teachers and English learners is inspirational. Your energy and your dedication to 
nurturing students (including me) feel boundless. Additionally, I want to thank Marilyn 
Cochran-Smith, whose ability to conceptualize key issues in education and knowledge of 
teacher development are unparalleled. Marilyn, your work profoundly shapes my 
thinking as a practitioner and a researcher.  
I am truly grateful for the encouragement of my friends (many of whom are 
school teachers), former students, mentors like Adam Weinberg and Patrick Proctor, and 
fellow members of the “Cohort of 13.” Many of the questions I asked and insights I had 
emerged in conversations with you.  
iii 
Little of what I have accomplished these past four years would have been possible 
without my family. To my partner, Mark Saltzman, there are no words big enough or 
strong enough to hold the amount of gratitude and love I feel for you. To my daughter, 
Noa Marie, you are my light. To my sister, Barbara, Ma was right. You are the best 
cheerleader. To my father, Frank, thank you for believing in your unconventional 
daughter. 
And, finally, I am extraordinarily indebted to “Chloe,” “Sean,” “Sister,” “Kerry,” 
and the remarkable staff and students at “St. E’s” for welcoming me into their 
community, which felt a lot like a family.  
  
iv 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
CHAPTER ONE: PROBLEM STATEMENT     1 
Teacher Preparation         3 
Time Spent Writing & Writing at Length       6 
Assessment Issues         7  
Teaching Writing to ELs        9 
Purpose of this Study         10 
CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW     16  
Educational Change          17 
Levels of change        17  
Challenges of and resistance to change     25 	  
The teacher’s role in the change process     28	  
Change and the principal       32	  
The role of mentors and staff developers in the change process  33	  
School-university Partnerships      34 
Professional Development (PD)       38  
Defining professional development      38	  
Elements of professional development     39 	  
Teacher Development (TD) and Growth      43 
Factors influencing TD: Personal & Contextual    44 
TD over career span        45	  
A Brief Look into Catholic Schools       45 
Historical and current demographics      45	  
Characteristics of Catholic Schools      47	  
Writing Research and Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL)   52 
Writing research in the middle grades     54	  
Genres          56	  
Systemic Functional Linguistics      57	  
Theoretical Framework        62 
A Sociocultural Lens        63 
 Operationalizing culture      63 
Teacher beliefs       67 	  
Teacher Knowledge and Teachers as Change Agents  69	  
Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL)    73	  
 
CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY    76 
Qualitative Research         76 
Ethnography         77	  
Case studies         82	  
Research Site & Contextual Information      86	  
Why St. Elizabeth School?        87	  
The Participants        90	  
The Principal         90	  
v 
Data Sources          91	  
Qualitative analysis         93	  
Framework for analysis       96	  
Positionality of the Author        105 
 
CHAPTER FOUR: INTRODUCING SFL     108 
SFL Summer Institute        108  
Introducing SFL        108 
Reading Texts as Writers       113 
Text Structure         114 
Weaving SFL into Practice       114 
The teaching/learning cycle (TLC)     115 	  
Phases of the TLC in action      117	  
Register         121 
Planning with SFL        122 
Summary of Summer Institute Events      126 
Overview of PD provided by doctoral students and MEB   128 
PD Strategies        128 
PD from MEB         130 
Monthly PD meetings       130	  
Respecting teachers by building on teacher knowledge  131	  
Making SFL real for teachers: moving theory into practice  135	  
Reinforcing the TLC       136 	  
CHAPTER FIVE: CHLOE QUINN, “IF I COULD JUST BE A    
LANGUAGE ARTS TEACHER”       142 
Introducing Chloe         142 
The Teacher         142 
Welcome to Chloe’s Classroom      144  
Teaching the Personal Recount Genre Unit     146 
Negotiating Field: Introducing the Genre    146  
Links to Professional Development      150 
Jointly Constructing Orientations     153 
Using Graphic Organizers to Scaffold Writing    157 
Late November: Winding Down the Genre Unit    163 
Dimensions of Chloe’s reaction to SFL-informed PD   165 
Cultivation of Caring Relationships with Students   166 
Recognition of the Needs of English Learners   171  
View of Writing       181 
Commitment to Professional Growth     188 
Commitment to Collaboration     198 
Changes in Chloe at St. E’s       204 
Conclusion         207 
Overview of Chloe’s enactment of SFL-informed instruction  207 
Chloe in the 2012-2013 School Year     211 
vi 
 
CHAPTER SIX: SEAN MURPHY, “I DO NOT TEACH WRITING”  213 
Introducing Sean         213 
 The Teacher         213 
 The Classroom        214 
Writing in Sean’s Class: The Textbook is King     216 
A Glimpse into Student Writing and Preparing to Teach Historical  
Accounts         217 
Trying a New Technique: The Jigsaw     222 
A Return to Teaching from the Textbook & Motivating Sean to Teach  
Writing         223 
Creating a “Big Business”        229 
Historical Arguments: Supporting Federalists or Democratic-Republicans 231 
Writing Explanations in February: Experimenting with SFL  233 
Turning up the pressure: Late February and into spring    241 
Dimensions of Sean’s Response to SFL-informed PD    245 
Cultivation of Caring Relationships with students    245 
Recognition of the Needs of ELs      249 
View of Writing         255 
Commitment to Professional Growth      265  
Commitment to Collaboration       275  
Conclusion: Sean’s Enactment of SFL-informed Instruction over the School Year 282 
Planning for the 2012-2013 School Year      284 
Sean in the 2012-2013 School Year       286 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN: SISTER AGNES PAGANO, “I THINK GRAMMAR IS 
IMPORTANT”          287 
Introducing Sister Agnes        287 
The Teacher         287 
Visiting Sister’s Classroom       289  
Writing in Sister A’s Class        293 
Warming up for SFL: Book reports, parables, and response to literature 293 
Adapting Curriculum: Convention with a Twist    296 
Dabbling with SFL: Personal Narratives     296 
Skill building: Oral presentations, vocabulary, and grammar work  303 
Procedure Writing: Adapting SFL to How-to articles   304 
Play-writing: Fictional Narratives & Our School    311 
Blending Textbook & SFL Instruction: Business Letters, Narratives 
Continued         314 
The TLC & Writing Verse: Haikus, Limericks, and Cinquains  318 
Dimensions of Sister Agnes’ Response to SFL-informed PD   325 
Cultivation of Caring Relationships with Students    325 
Recognition of the Needs of English Learners    332 
View of Writing        339 
vii 
Commitment to Professional Growth      344 
Commitment to Collaboration      357 
Conclusion          363 
Sister A in the 2012-2013 school year     365 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT: DISCUSSION      367 
Findings          368  
Framework for Unpacking Teachers’ Uptake of SFL-Informed Instruction 369 
Cultivation of caring relationships with students   370 	  
Recognition of the needs of ELs     373	  
View of writing       377	  
Commitment to professional growth     378	  
Commitment to Collaboration     380	  
The Affective Dimensions of Teaching and Learning   381 
Multifinality         384 
Limitations          388 
Range of Participants        389 
Issues of Time         390 
Data Collected        392 
Implications          392 
Implications for Teacher Educators/Teacher Education Programs  393 
PD Providers         394 
Future Research         398 
 
REFERENCES         400  
LITERATURE CITED        424 
APPENDICES         425 
Appendix A: Initial Teacher Interview Protocol     425 
Appendix B: Final Teacher Interview Protocol     427 
Appendix C: Principal Interview Protocol      428 
Appendix D: 2011-2012 St. Elizabeth Writing Calendar    430  
Appendix E: Overview of PD Topics       431 
Appendix F: TLC Handout        435 
Appendix G: Personal Recount Graphic Organizer     437 
Appendix H: Recording Genres of History      439  
viii 
LIST OF FIGURES 
 
Figure 3.1  Framework for Unpacking Teachers’ Uptake of SFL-informed  
Instruction         102 
Figure 4.1  Genres of School       112 
Figure 4.2  The Teaching/Learning Cycle     117 
Figure 4.3  Report Graphic Organizer      120 
Figure 4.4  Register in SFL       122 
Figure 5.1 Sequence of Events Timelines     158 
Figure 5.2  A Picture of Chloe’s Uptake of SFL     210 
Figure 6.1 Historical Account Graphic Organizer    226 
Figure 6.2 Explanation Graphic Organizer     236 
Figure 6.3  A Picture of Sean’s Uptake of SFL     280 
Figure 7.1 A Picture of Sister’s Uptake of SFL     365 
  
ix 
LIST OF TABLES 
 
Table 3.1 Comparative Overview of Research Methods    93  
Table 5.1 Shape of Chloe Quinn’s Uptake of SFL-informed Instruction 143 
Table 6.1 Shape of Sean Murphy’s Uptake of SFL-informed Instruction 215  
Table 7.1 Shape of Sister Agnes’ Uptake of SFL-informed Instruction 289 
Table 8.1  Overview of Teachers’ Uptake of SFL-informed Instruction         369
1 
                                      CHAPTER ONE: PROBLEM STATEMENT 
 
Writing is an essential life skill (National Commission on Writing, 2003, 2004, 
2005). Nonetheless, many middle and high school students in the United States are not 
learning the necessary skills to succeed as writers in school or at work (Graham & Perin, 
2007; National Commission on Writing, 2003, 2004, 2005). Furthermore, time spent 
writing in classrooms across the country is brief (Applebee & Langer, 2006; Applebee & 
Langer, 2011; Graham & Perin, 2007; National Commission on Writing, 2003). This is 
the case even in English language arts classes. Further, when they do write, students are 
mostly responding in short answers, filling in blanks, doing worksheets, or answering end 
of chapter questions rather than producing thoughtful essays or papers of substantial 
length (Applebee & Langer, 2006; Applebee & Langer, 2011). Although teachers 
reportedly require more writing, on average, for their language arts classes than other 
subjects, assignments generally demand less than a page of writing (Applebee & Langer, 
2011).  
Teachers call for students to write more in all subjects than they did thirty years 
ago, but further advances are still needed (Applebee & Langer, 2006, 2011). Drawing on 
national assessment data, Applebee and Langer (2006) note the following alarming 
statistics:  
. . . at both Grades 8 and 12, 4% of students reported never or hardly ever writing 
even a paragraph for English, and another 5% reported writing at least a 
paragraph only a few times a year. Thus 9% of high school students are doing 
almost no writing at all, even in English. (p. 14) 
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Leading the fight for increasing the attention paid to teaching writing in K-12 
classrooms is the National Commission on Writing, a committee founded in 2002 by the 
College Board with the goal of putting the teaching of writing at the forefront of the 
national educational agenda. In two reports, including Writing: A ticket to work…Or a 
ticket out (2004) and Writing: A Powerful message from state government (2005) the 
Committee focuses on the significant role of writing in the workplace in both private 
industry and state government. Indeed, the value of writing is important in the world of 
work: “Writing is a ‘threshold skill’ for both employment and promotion, particularly for 
salaried employees . . . in most cases, writing could be your ticket in . . . or it could be 
your ticket out” (The National Commission on Writing, 2004, p. 3). Reportedly, state 
governments spend “$221 million annually improving the writing skills of state 
employees” (The National Commission on Writing, 2005, p. 6). This need not be the 
case, the authors argue, if high school and college graduates receive sufficient writing 
instruction before graduation and entry into the workforce.   
The Commission (2004) contends, “Writing is a basic building block for life, 
leisure, and employment . . . individual opportunity in the United States depends 
critically on the ability to present one’s thoughts coherently, cogently, and persuasively 
on paper” (p. 5). Writing skills, therefore, are essential in many aspects of a person’s life, 
and must be emphasized in classrooms of all levels.  
Similarly, the report, The Neglected “R”: The Need for a writing revolution, 
issued by The National Commission on Writing in 2003, calls for a transformation in the 
way writing is taught. The Commission powerfully claims, “Writing today is not a frill 
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for the few, but an essential skill for the many” (p. 11). Drawing on National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP) data, the authors of the report note the poor state of 
writing among American students. Sadly, only one in a hundred scored at the advanced 
level in each grade measured (fourth, eighth, and twelfth), while only one-quarter were at 
or exceeded “proficient” (The National Commission on Writing, 2003). Clearly, attention 
needs to be directed towards improving writing instruction in schools. 
The problem this study addresses is the importance of teaching writing across the 
curriculum in middle grade classrooms, particularly to English learners (ELs). As such, I 
examine three teachers’ experiences with a literacy initiative in an urban Catholic school 
over the course of a school year. As part of a partnership between a university and a K-8 
school serving a large EL population, teachers were trained through ongoing professional 
development in a new approach to teaching writing. This issue of teaching writing can be 
divided into a number of areas in need of attention including: teacher preparation (both 
professional development for teachers in-service and teacher education); time (both time 
spent teaching writing and time students spend writing); assessment (including teachers’ 
assessment of student writing and the national emphasis on assessment and accountability 
through mandated exams); and the importance of working with ELs (The National 
Commission on Writing, 2003). Below, I present each issue. 
Teacher Preparation 
One reason students may not write very often is that teachers are inadequately 
trained to teach them to do so. Few teachers report having received sufficient training in 
writing instruction in their teacher preparation programs (Gilbert & Graham, 2010). 
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Educators at both the elementary and secondary levels need more coursework in how to 
teach writing as pre-service teachers and ongoing professional development once they are 
in classrooms (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2007; The National Commission on 
Writing, 2003; NCTE, n.d., 2006; Rief, 2006). One national study of fourth-to-sixth 
grade teachers (see Gilbert & Graham, 2010) revealed that 67 of 103 educators surveyed 
(65%) reported receiving very minimal to no training to teach writing in their teacher 
education programs. To achieve licensure, the National Commission on Writing (2003) 
contends that pre-service teachers ought to take a class in teaching writing and writing 
theory. 
Ample training of teaching writing is an issue in both teacher education programs 
and in terms of professional development offered for teachers once they are in-service. 
Drawing on a meta-analysis of experimental and quasi-experimental studies of teaching 
writing to adolescents (see Graham and Perin, 2007) and an analysis of qualitative studies 
of teaching writing to this same population, Graham and Perin (2007a) contend: 
The success of implementing research-based procedures also depends on 
preservice and in-service teacher preparation. For instance, if content area 
teachers are expected to teach writing, using evidence-based practices (either 
through infusion or as part of a more coordinated effort), teacher preparation 
programs and in-service school-based programs must modify what they are 
currently doing. We need to know more about how to facilitate such change. (p. 
330) 
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The authors call for shifts in how teachers across content areas in both teacher education 
programs and professional development initiatives are prepared to teach writing. 
In addition, the National Commission on Writing (2003) poignantly noted, 
“Writing is a prisoner of time in the preparation and continuing professional development 
of teachers, as well” (p. 23). Teaching writing ought to be a priority in both teacher 
preparation and in-service professional development efforts, yet, as the Commission 
highlighted, time is often a barrier. In terms of the Commission’s stance on changes to 
teacher training programs more generally, both pre-service and in-service teachers of all 
levels and across all content areas need to be offered “high quality training opportunities” 
(p. 23) in writing instruction. As the Commission contends, “Developing writers is 
everyone’s business” (p. 32). Additionally, in these classes and training opportunities, 
educators ought to be given the chance to “learn writing theory and develop their own 
writing skills” (p. 32).  As I expound upon below, this last statement is particularly 
relevant to my proposed study, which focuses on the professional development provided 
to teachers based on a linguistic theory. In essence, teachers will be given the opportunity 
to “learn writing theory” as part of my proposed project.  
Teaching writing is not just a job for language arts teachers (Graham & Perin, 
2007, 2007a; Newell, et al., 2007; The National Commission on Writing, 2003; NCTE, 
2006): “Writing should be considered every teacher’s responsibility” (The National 
Commission on Writing, 2003, p. 32). The Commission (2003) reported that over 50% of 
first year college students cannot write an essay free of grammatical mistakes; they call 
for writing in all areas of study, including science, home economics, mathematics, and 
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history. In essence, educators across grade levels and content areas need more training in 
how to teach writing throughout various phases of their careers and students ought to 
both spend more time writing in class and produce writing of greater length.  
Time Spent Writing & Writing at Length  
In a simple yet powerful statement, the National Council of Teachers of English 
(NCTE) notes, “People learn to write by writing” (NCTE, n.d.). More time spent writing, 
many argue, will enhance students’ writing skills. Other research echoes this sentiment 
and focuses on what students need to become better writers (See NCTE, n.d., 2008; Rief, 
2006). Rief (2006), for example, highlights four fundamental factors as essential to 
boosting students’ writing performance: time spent writing, choice in the topic of what is 
written, the use of exemplary (or model) texts, and timely, constructive feedback on their 
work.  
Highlighting the fact that, “writing is a prisoner of time,” like Rief (2006) and 
NCTE, the National Commission on Writing (2003) calls for a marked increase in time 
spent on writing in schools. Students are not writing enough, due to time constraints in 
the classroom. Unfortunately, according to the aforementioned NAEP data, only 49 
percent of high school students reported being asked to write three or more pages every 
month or two for an English course (National Commission on Writing, 2003).  
The most recent NAEP data from 2011 is also revealing in terms of time spent 
writing in classrooms. Eighth grade students were asked how much time, on an average 
day, they spent writing at least a paragraph in their language arts classes: “Forty percent 
of students reported spending between 15 and 30 minutes on writing for their ELA class, 
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while 21 percent reported spending between 30 and 60 minutes, and 4 percent reported 
spending more than 60 minutes” (NCES, 2012, p. 16).  
Time is another factor that influences the teaching of writing in middle grades. 
Students need more time to write in classes and teachers, in turn, need to be given more 
time and resources to respond to that writing. To that challenge of sufficient time and 
resources for assessment I now turn. 
Assessment Issues 
The issue of assessment plays a powerful role in writing instruction on two levels: 
one, teachers’ ability to assess student writing; and two, the overarching emphasis on 
assessment and accountability through mandated exams. Measuring students’ writing 
abilities is a difficult task, and proficiency should not be judged based solely on one piece 
of writing, particularly if students are not given ample time to plan and edit that work 
(The National Commission on Writing, 2003). Many teachers and researchers note the 
problem with using a single piece of writing, given in a short period of time, to judge 
students’ overall writing aptitude (The National Commission on Writing, 2003). 
Additionally, writing assessments should be formative, used to guide teachers’ planning 
and instruction.  
A second issue complicating writing assessment is the intensity of the testing 
culture in US schools. Despite the call for more attention to teaching writing, many 
teachers struggle to do so in an educational climate highly influenced by high-stakes 
testing. As accountability and test scores are key components of current federal education 
policy (Cross, 2003; Eaton, 2006; McGuinn, 2006), the heavy emphasis on high-stakes 
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assessments has impacted the time spent on writing (Applebee & Langer, 2011; Rief, 
2006). If we, as a nation, are to prioritize writing instruction, this is an important obstacle 
to overcome. 
In the National Study of Writing Instruction (NSWI), Applebee and Langer 
(2011) extensively examined writing in middle and high school classrooms. Their work 
included over 200 interviews with teachers, nearly 140 interviews with students, 260 
visits to math, English language arts, science, and social studies classrooms in 20 middle 
and high schools across five states, and a survey of teachers (N=1,520) administered 
nationally. Applebee and Langer (2011) found that from the time the last comprehensive 
study was done in middle grades over 30 years ago (see Applebee, 1981), there have been 
some improvements: “…teachers seem to have a better understanding of appropriate 
techniques to use when they assign writing [than did teachers in the earlier study]” (p. 
21). Yet, they note, “competing priorities such as test preparation constrain the amount of 
time given to writing instruction” (p. 21). So while teachers acknowledge the need to 
spend more time on writing, their instructional time is often subsumed by test 
preparation.  
Applebee and Langer (2011) conducted observations in 20 schools known for 
their premier writing instruction, however, the amount of time spent on writing during 
these observations was astounding: “in a 50-minute period, students would have on 
average just over three minutes of instruction related to explicit writing strategies, or a 
total of 2 hours and 22 minutes in a nine-week grading period” (p. 21). Similarly, the 
researchers gathered writing samples across the four major content areas from 138 
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students (N=8,542 total assignments) over the course of a semester and found that only 
19% were comprised of what they termed, “extended writing” (more than one paragraph 
in length) (Applebee & Langer, 2011). Teachers may be more aware of writing 
techniques than they were three decades ago, but are not devoting much class time to 
writing papers of great length due, in part, to constraints on their schedules resulting from 
testing demands. 
Teaching Writing to ELs 
Most relevant to my study is the National Commission’s position on teacher 
education and teaching writing to English learners (ELs). The Commission highlights the 
importance of paying particularly close attention to the needs of ELs and urges districts 
and teacher education programs to provide courses on teaching literacy to this growing 
segment of the population. Further complicating the problem of teaching writing is 
working with students who are learning English as a new language. Approximately five 
million ELs are present in US schools (Mather & Foxen, 2010), yet their levels of writing 
achievement are often lower than other sub-groups (Fry, 2007, 2008). Only 5% of eighth 
grade ELs tested on the NAEP writing exam, for example, scored at or above proficient 
(Salahu-Din, Persky, & Miller, 2008). Clearly, teaching writing to this sub-group of US 
students demands attention.  
The National Commission on Writing (2003) recommends establishing 
collaborative relationships between K-12 schools and universities to address the writing 
needs of ELs: “University-school partnerships should encourage greater experimentation 
and the development of new model programs to improve teaching and learning for 
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English-language learners” (p. 8). Furthermore, the Commission highlights the 
importance of bringing together universities and schools in professional development 
efforts: “Professional development demands the best efforts of the entire educational 
community” (p. 38). Working with ELs to enhance their writing achievement is of utmost 
importance. Bringing together the bodies of work on writing instruction in general and 
achievement of ELs in particular is central to my proposed study.  
Purpose of this Study 
The current study addresses the problem of teaching writing in the middle grades 
(6-8) and answers multiple calls in extant literature: to increase professional development 
in writing instruction across content areas (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2007; The 
National Commission on Writing, 2003; NCTE, n.d., 2006; Rief, 2006); to build 
collaborative relationships between universities and schools targeted at enhancing writing 
(Graham & Perin, 2007a; The National Commission on Writing, 2003); to focus on 
programs that target ELs (Graham & Perin, 2007a; The National Commission on Writing, 
2003); to encourage students to write, at length, for varying purposes across subject 
matter (Applebee & Langer, 2006, 2011; Graham & Perin, 2007a; The National 
Commission on Writing, 2003); and to promote literacy programs/practices rooted in 
theory (Graham & Perin, 2007a; The National Commission on Writing, 2003).  In the 
study I explore three teachers’ experiences with a professional development effort 
seeking to enhance the teaching of writing in middle grade classrooms. 
University staff and educators at St. Elizabeth School (a pseudonym), an urban 
Catholic pre-kindergarten-eighth grade school on the outskirts of a large northeastern 
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city, built a collaboration drawing on existing research and the desire to change the 
culture of what is expected in writing in the middle grades (fourth-to-eighth). Employing 
systemic functional linguistics (SFL) as a theoretical framework, the team endeavored to 
enhance both writing instruction and student performance through the following forms of 
professional development: monthly professional development meetings for teachers in 
grades 4-to-8 directed by a university professor skilled in linguistic theory and its 
application in the classroom (particularly with ELs); and weekly conferencing between 
doctoral students trained in SFL (me being one of them) and teachers. In addition, 
researchers engaged in ongoing classroom observations of writing instruction and 
analysis of student writing.  
This study, which is part of the aforementioned larger project, answered the 
following questions:  
• How do three middle grade (6th-8th) teachers at St. Elizabeth School enact a new 
approach to teaching writing?  
• Specifically, what happens when teachers in the middle grades at St. Elizabeth 
School are strongly encouraged to introduce SFL-informed genre based writing 
instruction into their teaching?  
• To what degree are SFL-related ideas embraced by St. Elizabeth faculty? What, if 
anything, is taught that reflects this new knowledge? How is it taught?  
• What factors influence teachers’ responses to professional development aimed at 
helping them incorporate SFL-informed genre based instruction into their 
teaching?  
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• Do teachers’ enactments of SFL-informed instruction shift over time? If so, how 
and why?  
In answering these questions, I focused on the work of two female language arts 
teachers and one male history teacher at the middle school level and described what 
happened when they were encouraged to incorporate SFL-informed genre-based 
instruction into their teaching over the course of a school year and supported throughout 
that year with professional development and on-site conferencing with graduate students. 
To uncover teachers’ responses and explore SFL-informed writing instruction in these 
three classrooms, I used qualitative analysis (see Charmaz, 2000; 2003). I analyzed 
qualitative data, including ethnographic observations, open-ended teacher survey 
questions, semi-structured interviews, fieldnotes from professional development institutes 
run by the local university, and a series of archival documents. As part of the professional 
development endeavor, I worked with teachers on a weekly basis by discussing with them 
how best to incorporate tenets of SFL-informed instruction into their teaching of writing 
and examined their work through qualitative analysis. Each of the teachers represents a 
case (see Stake, 2000; 2003) and cases are both individually examined and compared 
with one another (see Ayres, et al., 2003).  The purpose of this study was to explore these 
teachers’ uptake of SFL-informed instruction over the course of a school year.  
Through an iterative process of reviewing relevant literature and coding data I 
created a “Framework for Unpacking Teachers’ Uptake of SFL-informed Instruction” 
which I subsequently used to analyze the teachers’ experiences implementing SFL-
informed instruction into their teaching. Five continua, and a number of related sub-
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dimensions, emerged as important in helping explain the degree to which teachers took 
up this new way of teaching writing. (Though briefly introduce here, each one of these 
continua and accompanying sub-dimensions are discussed in detail in Chapter 3.) Though 
some analytic dimensions overlap, each addressed a unique feature of the overarching 
dimension I sought to assess.  
A key argument of the study is that the shape of the degree to which these three 
teachers took up a new way of teaching writing is explained along a series of continua, 
consisting of the following five dimensions: 
1. Cultivation of caring relationships with students 
2. Recognition of the needs of ELs 
3. View of writing 
4. Commitment to professional growth 
5. Commitment to collaboration 
The first continuum, “Cultivation of Caring Relationships with Students” is 
centered on a teacher’s relationship with students, which can enhance achievement (De 
Jesus and Antrop-Gonzalez, 2006; Antrop-Gonzalez and De Jesus, 2006; McQuillan, 
1997; Noddings, 1992; Sizer, 1984; Stanton-Salazar, 2001; Valenzuela, 1999; Wolf, 
2000). Continuum 2, “Recognition of the Needs of ELs” addresses academic (Brisk, 
2012; Christie & Derewianka, 2008; Derewianka, 1990, 1999; Gibbons, 2003, 2009; 
Rothery, 1996) and affective (Krashen, 1981) dimensions of working with those learning 
English as a new language. The third continuum “View of Writing” considers layers such 
as teachers’ perspective on teaching writing across the curriculum, while Continuum 4, 
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“Commitment to Professional Growth” deals with issues including a teacher’s 
involvement in PD efforts and their use of materials shared during PD. The fifth 
continuum, Continuum 5, “Commitment to Collaboration” appeared to be important to all 
dimensions and emphasizes collaboration on three levels: in the classroom, with 
colleagues, and beyond the school.  
Research on the improvement of student writing and literacy more generally with 
adolescents does exist (see Graham & Perin, 2007a; Newell, et al., 2007; NCTE, 2006, 
2008; Paul, 2000; Perin, 2007), yet, in a search of this literature, only three located 
specifically addressed the use of SFL-informed instruction in the middle grades working 
with ELs (see Aguirre-Munoz, et al., 2008; O’Dowd, 2012; Schleppegrell & Go, 2007). 
The current study is unique in many ways: it employs an ethnographic approach; it 
examines three cases of teachers’ implementation of SFL-informed genre-based 
instruction; it represents a collaboration between a local university and a small Catholic 
school serving mainly English learners in a low- income neighborhood; it is rooted in a 
sound theoretical frame (SFL); and it offers a window into the educational reform 
process. As I explicate in the following chapter, literature in the field of teaching writing 
to middle school age students using an SFL approach is limited. By spending a year in 
three teachers’ classrooms at St. E’s and examining their experiences with using SFL to 
teach English learners I add to this limited body of work and to offer insight into 
educational reform more broadly. Though in this study I sought to address the 
experiences of teachers working with ELs, there are implications for educational change 
more generally.  In essence, the Framework for Unpacking Teachers’ Uptake of SFL-
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informed Instruction, with its emphasis on cultivating caring relationships, professional 
growth, and collaboration, could be useful in analyzing other change endeavors and is not 
limited to those seeking to enhance the learning of ELs.  
In sum, in this study I sought to better understand the experiences of three middle 
grade teachers at St. Elizabeth School, an urban Catholic institution serving a mainly 
immigrant population, as they were asked to implement an SFL-informed approach to 
writing. Using an ethnographic approach, I spent a year at the school site observing 
classroom writing instruction, interviewing teachers and the principal about writing 
curriculum, meeting with teachers to help them plan SFL-based writing lessons, 
gathering archival documents (such as lesson plans and texts used to teach writing), and 
helping design SFL-themed resources and PD sessions for staff. I analyzed my findings 
using qualitative data analysis. In doing this research I add to the literature on enhancing 
the teaching of writing to middle school age students, particularly English learners, 
through a professional development initiative rooted in SFL theory and speak to the field 
of educational reform more broadly by offering insight into multiple dimensions that 
influence teachers’ uptake of a change endeavor.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Several bodies of literature are relevant to better understanding the problem of 
teaching writing to middle grade students. As this study investigates three teachers’ 
experiences with an SFL-informed writing initiative, I delve into the scholarly literature 
in the following overarching fields: educational change (including teacher change), 
professional development, teacher growth and development, Catholic education, and 
using systemic functional linguistics (SFL) in writing instruction. Because teachers are 
being asked to take on an SFL-informed initiative in their teaching, or to change their 
practice, various elements of the educational change literature are relevant, such as levels 
of change, resistance to and the challenges of change, and the role of teachers and 
professional development providers in the reform process. I also examine 
school/university partnerships as a vehicle for change, since my colleagues and I brought 
SFL-informed instruction to St. Elizabeth through such a relationship.   
In addition, I discuss professional development as a means to promote change in 
teaching practice, as it is a basis of the partnership’s work with teachers at St. Elizabeth 
School. Related to professional development is the realm of teacher development or how 
teachers learn over time, which is worth exploring since I examine what happens when 
teachers are asked to learn and implement a new approach to teaching writing. 
Additionally, because St. Elizabeth School, the site of my research, is a Catholic school, I 
briefly outline both the historical and current trends in Catholic education. Finally, 
understanding the place of SFL in writing instruction research also proves useful, as it is 
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both the basis of professional development shared with St. E’s teachers and an emerging 
strategy used to teach writing in the United States to English learners.  
Educational Change  
 When thinking about the work of St. E’s staff and their work on writing with the 
university team, educational change literature is relevant. Below I discuss the overarching 
theme of educational change and the following sub-themes:  
• Levels of change and re-culturing  
• Challenges of change and resistance to change 
• The impact of change on teachers  
• Context of change  
• Defining change  
• The teacher’s role in the change process  
• Principals and change  
• The role of mentors and staff developers 
• Schools/university partnerships as an avenue for change 
Unpacking each of these elements is useful in understanding the change process.  
Levels of change. Effective change addresses the norms of behavior and 
underlying structures of schools (Cohn & Kottcamp, 1992; Evans, 1996; Fullan, 1996, 
2000; Muncey & McQuillan, 1996). In his writing about the Human side of school 
change, Evans (1996) differentiates between first-order and second-order change. “First-
order changes try to improve the efficiency or effectiveness of what we are already 
doing,” (p. 5) while, “second-order changes are systemic in nature and aim to modify the 
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very way an organization is put together, altering its assumptions, goals, structures, roles, 
and norms” (p. 5, Citing Watzlawick, Weakland, and Fisch, 1974). According to Evans, 
historically, most attempts at bringing innovation into schools could be characterized as 
unsuccessful first-order change: 
One of the central lessons we think we have learned about previous rounds of 
innovation is that they didn't get at fundamental, underlying, systemic features of 
school life: they didn’t change the behaviors, norms, and beliefs of practitioners. 
Consequently, these reforms ended up being grafted on to existing practices, and 
they were greatly modified, if not fully overcome, by those practices. (p. 5) 
Instead, Evans advocates viewing “change as a journey, rather than a blueprint” (p. 15). 
Those promoting this type of sustainable change,  
…see change as a multidimensional process that involves all aspects of the 
organization: its structure, its politics, and especially its people. They see it as a 
process that requires people to learn new technologies, practice new behaviors, 
and ultimately, adopt new beliefs. Change is not a predictable enterprise with 
definite guidelines but a struggle to shape processes that are complex and elusive. 
(p. 15)  
Cohn and Kottcamp (1993) also argue for addressing change at the structural level:  
…For substantive and widespread change to occur, we must start with a vision of 
what we want to occur in classrooms and schools and then begin to question 
which existing structures support or facilitate that image and which must be 
altered. (p. 260)   
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On a similar note, in their study of school reform Muncey and McQuillan (1996) found 
that three overarching characteristics were present in schools where change was lasting: 
change in “actions, beliefs, and skills” (p. 157). They write: 
First, the schools created structures to support school reform, that is the actions 
supportive of change. Second, they focused on discussing and defining the 
philosophical and pedagogical assumptions that undergird these actions, that is, 
the beliefs that underlie change. And third, they created opportunities…to help 
faculty and administrators develop the skills [emphasis in original] to implement 
their philosophy. (p. 157) 
In essence, change and structures to support that reform were present at multiple levels, 
thereby enabling it to “stick” and endure (Muncey & McQuillan, 1996).  
Further addressing the importance of implementing lost lasting change, Fullan 
(2007) writes: 
Change will always fail until we find some way of developing infrastructures and 
processes that engage teachers in developing new knowledge, skills, and 
understandings. Second, it turns out that we are talking not about surface 
meaning, but rather deep meaning about new approaches to teaching and learning. 
(p. 29)  
Building supports to help teachers understand and experiment with reform initiatives is 
important.   
Re-culturing. Fullan (1996) also addresses the goals of re-culturing in his work 
but in terms of community building: “We aim to change the culture of the school so that 
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teachers are working collaboratively in a professional community” (p. 496). In addition, 
when describing these aims he writes of schools that are successful in their change-
making: “(a) they are professional learning communities for the teachers, where they 
value what it is that they are doing together, they work at it, and are skilled in it; and (b) 
they are focusing on the performance and learning of students and on improved 
pedagogy” (p. 496). Collaboration is key, as it offers a means to improve teaching and 
learning and generates trust. 
Fullan (2007) argues that many reforms focus on “restructuring,” including 
“structures, formal requirements, and event-based activities involving, for example, 
professional development sessions” (p. 25) while ignoring “re-culturing” which he 
defines as, “how teachers come to question and change their beliefs and habits” (p. 25). 
He contends that re-culturing is, in fact, necessary and reform must “struggle directly 
with existing cultures within which new values and practices may be required” (p. 25). In 
his earlier work with Miles (Fullan & Miles, 1992) he also puts forth the notion that 
“changes in structure must go hand in hand with changes in culture and in the individual 
and collective capacity to work through new structures” (p. 748).   
Impact of change on teachers. In contrast to those that emphasize re-culturing, 
others focus on the impact of change on teachers (Fullan, 1985, 2005; Fullan & Miles, 
1992). Taking on a reform can be a risk for teachers. Fullan (2007) notes the courage it 
takes for teachers to invest in change: “there is no reason for teachers to believe in the 
value of proposed changes, and few incentives (and large costs) to find out whether a 
given change will turn out to be worthwhile” (p. 29). Sarason (1990) also notes the 
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importance of recognizing what teachers experience as a result of change. He challenges 
the assumptions of many reformers: “they also assume that change is achieved through 
learning and applying new or good ideas. They seem unable to understand what is 
involved in unlearning what custom, tradition, and even research have told educational 
personnel is right, natural, and proper” (p. 101). It is important to focus on helping 
teachers see the value in adopting new techniques and supporting their development of 
that knowledge. Asking teachers to change, particularly their instruction, is a complicated 
process and allowing them to see the importance of what they are being asked to change 
is essential, as is understanding the context in which they work. To that I now turn. 
Context of change. Another important factor in the change process is context. If 
ignored, it can disrupt a change endeavor. To implement successful change, it is helpful 
for reformers to have a nuanced understanding of the context in which it will occur 
(Fullan, 1985; McLaughlin, 1990; Sarason, 1990; Tyack & Tobin, 1994). Lack of 
understanding of the context in which a change endeavor is nested often leads to a 
“change in policy” not a “change in practice” (Sarason, 1990, p. 101). In other words, just 
because a new idea or innovation is introduced or mandated does not mean it will result 
in successful implementation. Tyack and Tobin (1984) alert reformers and researchers to 
the focus on the context in which change occurs: “Reformers believe that their 
innovations will change schools, but it is important to recognize that schools change 
reforms” (p. 478). In essence, reform will look different in different settings based on the 
knowledge, experience, and needs of a given school/teacher (Tyack & Tobin, 1984).  
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Similarly, in her reassessment of the influential Rand Change Agent Study from 
the 1970s, McLaughlin (1990) recognizes the impact that the local context has on change: 
…the factors that enable practice – productive collegial relations, organizational 
structures that promote open communication and feedback, and leadership that 
‘manages’ opportunities for professional growth and nurtures norms of individual 
development, for example – are not amenable to direct policy fixes because they 
do not operate singly or consistently across settings. (p. 15)  
Context matters. 
Another important factor that can impact a change endeavor is when the 
stakeholders (who, in the case of my study, are primarily teachers, the principal, and 
university researchers) do not agree that something needs to be changed (Sarason, 1990): 
“to be able to consider alternatives, one must first be dissatisfied with things as they are” 
(p. 110). People are more apt to embrace an initiative, Sarason argues, when they believe 
that a change is necessary to begin with. 
Fullan (1985) also addresses factors significant to the change process. He asserts 
that there are eight essential features of successfully bringing an innovation to a school 
site:  
(1) Develop a plan; (2) clarify and develop the role of the central staff; (3) select 
innovations and schools; (4) clarify and develop the role of the principals and the 
criteria for school-based processes; (5) stress staff development and technical 
assistance, (6) ensure information gathering and use; (7) plan for continuation and 
spread; (8) review capacity for future change. (p. 405)  
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Furthermore, according to Fullan (1985) once a plan for change is developed, there are 
three different phases of reform: initiation (including mobilizing stakeholders for change 
and adopting a reform), implementation (putting the change into practice) and 
institutionalization (building in the innovation) (see pp. 404-405). All of the factors 
related to levels of change addressed above, including the notions of structure, re-
culturing, impact of change on teachers, and the importance of context play an important 
role in understanding the nuances of educational reform.  
Defining change/innovations. As I aim to explore three teachers’ reactions to a 
literacy initiative, what might be called a literacy innovation, it is beneficial to define the 
term, “innovation.” Throughout the paper, I use innovation and initiative inter-
changeably when referring to the SFL-informed approach to writing that my colleagues 
and I brought to St. Elizabeth School. I draw on Fullan’s (2007) definition:  
Innovation is multidimensional. There are at least three components or 
dimensions at stake in implementing any new program or policy: (1) the possible 
use of new or revised materials (instructional resources such as curriculum 
materials or technologies), (2) the possible use of new teaching approaches (i.e., 
new teaching strategies or activities), and (3) the possible alteration of beliefs 
(e.g., pedagogical assumptions and theories underlying particular new policies or 
programs). (p. 30; emphasis in original) 
Attention to all three levels can result in “change in practice” (Fullan, 2007) and may 
well play into my analysis.   
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 In his earlier work, Fullan (1985) puts forth a definition of individual change that 
also seems particularly relevant to my work at St. Elizabeth School:  
Change at the individual level is a process whereby individuals alter their ways of 
thinking and doing (e.g., teaching in this case). It is a process of developing new 
skills and, above all, of finding meaning and satisfaction in new ways of doing 
things. (p. 396; emphasis in original) 
His definition seems applicable to my work at St. Elizabeth School in that I am 
examining what happens when three individuals are asked to take on a writing initiative.  
 Also addressing change in individuals are Richardson and Placier (2001). In their 
extensive review of educational literature on teacher change, Richardson and Placier 
(2001) highlight the fact that change can be viewed on two levels: one, the “individual or 
small group cognitive, affective, and behavioral change processes” (p. 905) or two, the 
“organizational view of change that links structural, cultural, and political aspects of the 
school organization to changes in teachers and teaching” (p. 905). Change, therefore, can 
be seen through varying lens: individual or organizational.  
From my perspective both the individual teachers (and their preferences and 
experiences) and the school context (including factors such as the curriculum, leadership, 
school culture) interact to influence an individual’s willingness to adopt an initiative, 
such as the SFL-informed instruction my colleagues and I brought to St. Elizabeth’s. This 
type of interaction, however, is “complex and ambiguous” (Richardson & Placier, 2001, 
p. 923) and “to develop a model that can depict all the ways in which teacher change and 
organizational context are interrelated is difficult, if not impossible” (p. 923). For 
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example, Richardson and Placier (2001) note that even in a typically unsupportive school 
environment some teachers change their practice while, in other supportive contexts, 
some educators resist change.  
Challenges of and resistance to change. Change in schools is not easy work; it 
is complicated and unpredictable. As such, conflict often accompanies change (Hubbard, 
Mehan, & Stein, 2006). Duffy and Roehler (1986) also recognize the difficulties involved 
with reform and begin their article with the following statement, “Getting teachers to 
change is difficult. They particularly resist complex, conceptual, longitudinal changes (as 
opposed to changes in management routines or temporary changes)” (p. 55). They 
continue by calling for the need for both teacher educators and education researchers to 
examine this resistance if they are to effect change in curriculum and practice.  
As challenges typically accompany change, there is a body of literature 
specifically addressing the importance of teacher resistance to change (Achinstein & 
Ogawa, 2006; Bailey, 2000; Duffy & Roehler, 1986; Evans, 1996; Gitlin & Margonis, 
1995; Fullan & Miles, 1992; Muncey & McQuillan, 1996; Richardson, 1990; Stillman, 
2011). Fullan and Miles (1992), for example, argue that there is much to learn from those 
who resist and we need to reframe the way we look at resistance: “it is usually 
unproductive to label an attitude or action ‘resistance,’” (p. 748) they argue, as doing so, 
“diverts attention from the real problems of implementation, such as diffuse objectives, 
lack of technical skill, or insufficient resources for change” (p. 748). In other words, by 
negatively characterizing those who resist change, reformers lose sight of underlying 
issues that may inhibit change in the first place.  
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  Achinstein and Ogawa (2006) also highlight the power in investigating those who 
resist, as their actions may reflect “principled resistance informed by professional 
principles” (p. 30). In their case studies of two new teachers who opposed a mandated 
Open Court literacy initiative in their respective California school districts, the 
researchers found these two teachers’ reactions to be rooted in a series of principles 
including, individuality, creativity, high expectations, community building, teacher 
autonomy, and willingness to meet students’ diverse needs (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006). 
Though both teachers successfully raise student test scores and were lauded by colleagues 
as creating highly creative, challenging curricula that met student needs, they left their 
districts due to their “infidelity” to program implementation. New to the profession, both 
teachers were committed to making literacy a rich experience for students and their 
resistance was tied to this goal. Resistance, therefore, must be understood in context and 
can help reformers better understand the nuances of a change strategy and teachers’ well-
thought-out reactions to it.  
Similarly, Gitlin and Margonis (1995) argue that teacher resistance to change 
often makes “good sense” and that school reformers and educational researchers ought to 
pay more attention to those who resist rather than emphasizing “engagement” in the 
process on the part of all participants. Like others, they note that there are lessons in 
resistance that need not be ignored, such as teachers’ fears of losing autonomy and 
increasing workloads without implementing necessary structural changes to support these 
shifts. For example, if educators are being asked to do more in their literacy blocks, will 
there be more time allotted to teaching these subjects? Or, will teachers continue to be 
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asked to do more teaching with less time? These, the researchers, argue represent real 
concerns that often make “good sense.” Unpacking why teachers resist and what that 
resistance entails is a valuable feature of creating effective school change, as teacher 
opposition has the potential to provide insight into the nuances of a reform initiative 
(Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006; Duffy & Roehler, 1986; Gitlin & Margonis, 1995).  
On a similar note, others (see Lieberman, 1995b; Stillman, 2011) argue that 
tensions can be productive. Stillman (2011) found that teachers who were given a chance 
to “grapple with reforms they found objectionable and to apply innovations to their 
classroom practice” they “experienced a productive tension that contributed to 
professional learning and instructional improvement” (p. 134). Like the teachers in 
Achinstein & Ogawa’s (2006) abovementioned study, those in Stillman’s (2011) work 
grappled with reform in a way that, at first glance, may appear defiant, yet she found that 
allowing teachers the freedom to experiment with reform gave them the chance to grow 
professionally. As teachers learn new instructional strategies “productive conflict” 
ensues, allowing for enriched dialogue between those for whom the strategies are 
working and those who have yet to try or are experiencing tension (Lieberman, 1995b). 
In essence, a level of tension can be productive.  
Indeed, much can be learned from those who are marginalized by change or resist 
it (Bailey, 2000; Gitlin & Margonis, 1995): “Because marginal people stand outside the 
taken-for-grantedness of everyday life, some have an ability to take a clearer look at the 
marginalizing event and to ask tough questions” (Bailey, 2000, p. 116). Where there is 
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resistance, there can be many lessons. This is an important aspect of change that I 
considered as I examined teachers’ reactions to SFL-informed instruction.  
The teacher’s role in the change process. Building capacity, trust (Rosenholtz, 
1989), and tapping into assets or funds of knowledge of various participants are also key 
elements of school reform (Hubbard, et al., 2006). Indeed, some scholars argue that 
teachers are at the heart of educational reform (Bailey, 2000; Cohn & Kottcamp, 1993; 
Lucilio, 2009; Rosenholtz, 1989). Lucilio (2009) writes, “Any education reform 
movement cannot begin to consider itself successful, or be recognized, unless it includes 
the teacher. In reality, any reform effort has to go through the teacher and cannot be 
accomplished without the teacher” (p. 53). Bailey (2000) agrees: “[S]ubstantive 
curricular change only occurs when it begins with the teacher” (p. 113). According to 
these scholars, recognizing the power to change from within, meaning change that begins 
with and/or includes teachers, is essential to reform. Sarason (as quoted in Lieberman, 
1995c) poignantly remarks, “Salvation for our schools will not come from without but 
from within” (p. viii). Involving teachers in the change process, then, becomes vital.  
Unfortunately, teachers are often left out of the change process (Bailey, 2000; 
Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009; Nieto, 1999): “If it is true that student learning cannot take 
place without the transformation of teachers and schools, then what is needed are learning 
communities that include all students and their teachers in a meaningful way” (Nieto, 
1999, p. 162). This practice of excluding teacher voice can lead to an increasing 
disillusionment of educational change among educators. Hochschild and Scovronick 
(2003) note the following in regards to teachers’ perceptions of reform, as evidenced by a 
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national poll: “Over 80 percent agree that ‘reforms have unanticipated consequences that 
people outside of education underestimate’; their caution exceeds that of superintendents, 
principals, school board members, and business leaders” (p. 82). Including teachers in the 
implementation of educational change is important and not doing so can lead to negative 
consequences, including alienation.  
A number of researchers advocate for including teachers in all levels of the 
change process (Bailey, 2000; Cohn & Kottcamp, 1993; Evans, 1996; Hargreaves & 
Shirley, 2009; McLaughlin, 1990; Rosenholtz, 1989). Hargreaves and Shirley (2009) call 
for movement away from mandates issued “from above” to partnerships focused on 
change, relationships that include teachers and site-based administrators in decision-
making efforts. Bailey (2000) echoes this sentiment when she notes, “Mandated change 
directs teachers rather than engaging them” (p. 113).  
Involving teachers in the nuances of the change process can be beneficial on 
multiple levels. In a piece on international educational change, Hargreaves and Shirley 
(2008) note, “Trust, cooperation, and responsibility can create collegiality and shared, 
committed, professional learning that improve classroom effectiveness and raise 
standards with students” (p. 142). Rather than a top-down reform approach, there is a 
push for a more “lateral, side-to-side strategies of professional learning, exchange, and 
engagement in order to increase professional motivation and stimulate improvement 
across schools over the long term” (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009, p. 2512).  
Evans (1996) also writes of top-down and bottom-up change but notes that what 
he calls “strategic approaches to innovation” combine the two approaches:  
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Strategic approaches to innovation place great emphasis on building followership 
– an active, engaged, self-managing commitment to change among those who 
must implement it. Followership first requires a strong initiative by a leader to 
articulate a clear sense of purpose – or to lead her staff to the development of one. 
(p. 18)  
He continues, “The strategic-systematic paradigm thus begins with a top-down approach. 
But it is also a bottom-up model, or, more accurately, a ‘widen-out’ model, for it takes 
the principle of participation seriously” (p. 18). Getting teachers to buy into a program 
and valuing teachers’ input can be beneficial in change initiatives. 
 Similarly, McLaughlin (1990) notes the power of including teachers in the change 
process.  She also highlights the fact that change is “steady work…systemic and on-
going” (p. 15). In that vein, “Reforms or policies that engage the natural networks of 
teachers can support change efforts in a more sustained fashion” (p. 15). Paying attention 
to existing relationships, structures, and norms within school settings is vital to 
implementation of lasting change, as is recognizing that teachers need extra support to 
help them through a reform effort (Fullan, 2007). 
Making meaning and understanding the value in initiatives is an ongoing process, 
one that must be supported throughout teachers’ work with the initiative. In other words, 
to effect change, processes must be in place to help support teachers as they encounter 
new ideas and programs. Fullan (2007) notes,  
…Learning and understanding something new does not happen in a flash. The 
presence or absence of mechanisms to address the ongoing problem of meaning – 
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at the beginning and as people try out ideas – is crucial for success, because it is at 
the individual level that change does or does not occur. (p. 39)  
Teachers need support on multiple levels, to find meaning in the change but also to 
grapple with the new ideas being shared through forums such as professional 
development and time to share these new ideas with colleagues.  
Rosenholtz (1989) sees teacher learning as an ongoing process and calls for 
teachers to serve as leaders in the reform process. She notes the importance of “learn[ing] 
to enhance one’s craft on a continuous basis, inquir[ing] into problems of pedagogy, and 
organiz[ing] for and facilita[ing] the professional development of one’s peers” (p. 220). 
She envisions school sites that “cherish individuality and inspire communality” (p. 221) 
by tapping into teachers’ many assets and encourage teachers to share in leadership roles. 
Another body of research builds off this notion of teacher voice and encouraging 
teachers to work together in community to create change (Fullan, 1996, 2000). Fullan 
(1996, 2000) writes extensively about the nuances, challenges, and potential outcomes of 
the change process in education. In what he terms “the inside story,” Fullan argues that 
collaborative work communities, also termed professional learning communities, enhance 
student performance by “1) form[ing] a professional learning community, 2) focus[ing] 
on student work (through assessment) and 3) chang[ing] their instructional practice 
accordingly to get better results” (p. 581). This is an iterative process involving reflection 
and action.  Including teachers’ voices, experiences, and expertise in the change process 
is essential (Bailey, 2000; Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009; Sarason, 1990), as is building 
support systems within teacher communities to enhance change efforts. Furthermore, 
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Fullan (2000) argues that successful schools create opportunities for faculty to regularly 
engage in professional learning. As noted throughout this literature review, change is a 
complicated process; attending to the various levels of reform, the impact of change, the 
school context where change will be initiated, resistance to change, and teachers’ role in 
the process are all important factors shaping school reform.  
Change and the principal. Change also impacts and is influenced by other 
stakeholders, most notably for this study, school principals and staff/professional 
developers. Research in the field of educational change highlights the significant role of 
the principal in initiating and sustaining reform (Fullan, 2007; Fullan, 2009; McLaughlin 
& Talbert, 2006; Sarason, 1971; Stillman, 2011). In fact, Fullan (2009) views the school 
leader as vital to success: “I know of no improving school that doesn’t have a principal 
who is good at leading improvement” (pp. 59-60). A leader’s commitment to building 
school support for an initiative, supporting to teachers as they confront change, and 
emphasizing student achievement are essential to change (Fullan, 2009). The principal 
can also promote teacher collaboration whether in the form of teacher learning 
communities (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006) or by building what Bryk and Schneider 
(2002) term, “relational trust” between staff, students, and the wider community. 
Enhanced collaboration/collegiality can lead to a “shared accountability for 
improvement” (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006, p. 57). Similarly, Stillman (2011) contends 
that principals are key mediators of change: “Principals are most effective when they 
strike a balance between pressuring teachers to implement unilateral top-down reforms 
and relinquishing their decision-making power to teachers” (p. 170).  
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The role of mentors and staff developers in the change process. Research also 
addresses the role of mentors, staff developers, and facilitators in the change process (Le 
Fevre & Richardson, 2002; Richardson & Hamilton, 1994; Smylie, 1995). Le Fevre and 
Richardson (2002) highlight the fact that facilitators differ drastically from one-time 
professional development providers in that their role is ongoing:  
The facilitator often works full- or part-time within a school or with a group of 
teachers and engages in such activities as consulting closely with teachers, 
observing in classes, modeling practices by working with students, videotaping 
the classrooms, and engaging in extensive dialogue with the teachers. (p. 484)  
Thus, the position of the facilitator is instrumental in enhancing the change process by 
working closely with teachers not just in occasional workshops but also in their 
classrooms.  
In his review of teacher learning, Smylie (1995) notes the importance of learning 
from peers and providing, “opportunities to work with and learn from others of similar 
position or status” (p. 104). These relationships are particularly effective because of “the 
presence of shared power and authority and participative decision making” (p. 104). This 
points to the need for mentors in the reform process and not just professional 
development providers from outside agencies.  
Richardson and Hamilton (1994) also call for changes in the roles of participants 
in the change process. They redefine what it means to be a staff developer in the model 
they create called, “The Practical-Argument Staff Development process.” Drawing 
heavily on what teachers bring to the change process, their model is fueled by, 
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“participants’ personal practical knowledge, beliefs, and interests” thereby “engag[ing] 
the teachers as partners in the process and content selection” (p. 125). Staff developers or 
professional development providers become facilitators in the change process, not the 
sole experts. While they bring with them knowledge of research, theory, and practice, 
teachers’ practical experience with teaching content and knowledge of local contexts is 
highly valued (Richardson & Hamilton, 1994). These ideas play into this current study, as 
my colleagues and I from the university aimed to collaborate with teachers at St. E’s as 
we provided ongoing, site-based professional development. School-university 
partnerships are one such forum for encouraging active participation in the change 
process, which can be empowering for those at both the school and the university levels. 
Below, I discuss this vehicle for reform. 
School-university partnerships. Ideally, school-university partnerships aim to 
achieve collaborative learning among university representatives and classroom 
practitioners while enhancing student achievement (Cohn & Kottcamp, 1993; Lieberman, 
1995; Lieberman & McLaughlin, 1992). In my proposed study, a school-university 
partnership serves as a vehicle to promote change in writing instruction. Seller and 
Hannay (2000) frame their discussion of these partnerships as “inside-outside change 
facilitation” and identify a number of factors including, continuity (establishing long term 
relationships between both parties); multifaceted projects (allowing project foci to evolve 
over time); collaborative agenda setting (agendas and needs of both partners are 
considered); unique solutions (reform addresses the local context and is not a “one size 
fits all” approach); transferability of knowledge (theory is applicable to practice or 
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relevant to teachers’ in-class situations); partner equality (power dynamics are equalized 
between school and university partners as both are learners and problem solvers); and 
politics (political issues are set aside and goals of the partnership are paramount) as 
leading to successful collaborations between universities and schools and ultimately to 
educational change.  
These partnerships are characterized by the ability of both schools and 
universities to serve each other (Cohn & Kottcamp, 1993; Seller & Hannay, 2000). There 
exists a reciprocal relationship: “Schools need universities and universities, particularly 
schools or faculties of education, need schools” (Seller & Hannay, 2000, p. 198). Schools 
benefit from research, program evaluation, knowledge of relevant literature, and 
connections to others working on similar reforms (Seller & Hannay, 2000), while 
universities “need to understand the evolving realities of schools in order to prepare 
prospective teachers to enter that world and to help students who are already teachers and 
administrators to understand their world better” (p. 198). Additionally, these relationships 
enable researchers to “contribute to the educational knowledge base” (p. 198). They also 
have the potential to be “built upon shared interests and mutual respect” (Cohn & 
Kottcamp, p. 285) wherein each group, those within schools and those from universities, 
benefit.  
School-university collaborations have the potential to transcend a “superficial 
project level” (Seller & Hannay, 2000, p. 1999) if changes are made at both the structural 
and the cultural levels. “New structures and cultures that recognize and support the 
different needs and aspirations of school system and university educators” (p. 1999) are 
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necessary. All too often, research is done on schools by university researchers, yet Seller 
and Hannay (2000) contend that by creating powerful partnerships school and university 
stakeholders can both be served. 
While many studies have emphasized outcomes of partnerships, processes and 
characteristics of effective collaboration have also been addressed (see Chen & Horsch, 
2004; Cornu & Peters, 2009). Chen and Horsch (2004) write of four “contextual realities” 
that underscore and impact all school-university partnerships: school system supports and 
pressures, the school environment and culture, teacher individuality and diversity, and the 
resources and limits of the university (p. 124).  At the base of these elements are the 
following aims: “building trusting, respectful relationships between partners, helping 
teachers identify their needs and interests, formulating individual goals through a process 
of mutual decision-making, and developing plans for technical assistance and follow-up 
support” (p. 125). Like Cohn and Kottcamp (1993) and Seller and Hannay (2000), Chen 
and Horsch (2004) emphasize the importance of breaking down barriers between schools 
and universities. They also put forth a series of suggestions to help engage teachers in the 
partnership, including,  
…work with teachers as true partners and never treat them as a problem…Begin 
with willing teachers and allow the good word to spread…Recognize teachers’ 
differing types of training and levels of experience…Incorporate teachers’ 
successful practices into new interventions…Provide specific, concrete technical 
assistance…Acknowledge the day-to-day realities of teachers’ work…Provide 
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teachers with options…If targeting specific groups of teachers, don’t forget the 
rest of the school. (pp. 132-133)  
Encouraging teacher participation and buy-in, in addition to drawing on teachers’ 
strengths and experience are key elements of partnerships.  
Lieberman (1992, 1995) recognizes the power of partnerships in sustaining long-
lasting change, as opposed to more traditional, short-term forms of professional 
development. She writes, “For if teacher learning takes place within the context of a 
professional community that is nurtured and developed from both inside and outside of 
school, the effects may be not only an expanded conception of teacher development, but 
the accomplishment of significant and lasting school change” (Lieberman, 1995, p. 75). 
She also notes the power of partnerships in that they exist within the context of teachers’ 
own schools; in other words, they are not removed from the site of their practice. My 
proposed study traces the history of a partnership centered on altering the writing 
curriculum in middle grades classrooms and contributes to the growing body of literature 
on the power of partnerships. 
Research on such partnerships is often framed within the context of professional 
development schools (PDSs) (Boles & Troen, 1994; Duffield, 2006; Galassi, et al., 2001), 
which seek to improve both teaching and learning (NCATE, n.d.). According to the 
NCATE (n.d.) model, PDSs have four over-arching goals: “the preparation of new 
teachers, faculty development, inquiry directed at the improvement of practice, and 
enhanced student achievement.” On that note, I turn to a discussion of professional 
development literature. 
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Professional Development (PD) 
Defining professional development. Another important consideration is 
professional development, as it is a fundamental means through which teachers at St. 
Elizabeth School access SFL-informed instruction. Prior to delving into literature related 
to professional development, operationalizing the term is useful. I draw from a number of 
different definitions but begin with Fenstermacher and Berliner (1983) who characterize 
staff development as, “the provision of activities designed to advance the knowledge, 
skills, and understanding of teachers in ways that lead to changes in their thinking and 
classroom behavior” (p. 4). In addition, “training is a vehicle for communicating 
knowledge and it is therefore dependent upon the acquisition of validated knowledge that 
can be disseminated” (Tilemma & Imants, 1995, p. 146). Fullan (1995) writes, 
“professional development at its core is learning how to make a difference through 
learning how to bring about ongoing improvements” (p. 255). Professional development, 
therefore, involves learning, and change, that yields improvements in classroom teaching. 
Other scholars, however, (see Richardson and Hamilton, 1994; Richardson & 
Placier, 2001) argue that there are different definitions of development. Professional 
development is more appropriately used when referring to change with individual 
teachers done on their own volition, while staff development attends to more systemic 
change of an entire staff done for the “purposes of developing and/or advancing the goals 
of the institution” (Richardson & Hamilton, 1994, p. 109).  Furthermore, Richardson and 
Placier (2001) contend that “development” can carry two meanings: first, referencing, “a 
more naturalistic concept of learning and movement toward becoming an experienced 
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and, sometimes, expert teacher” while, at other times, referring more specifically to “in-
service education or training” (p. 907).  
Elements of professional development. Some scholars (e.g. Fullan, 1995; 
Hargreaves, 1995; Lucilio, 2009; Tilemma & Imants, 1995) call for the redefinition of 
professional development. Offering a strong critique of what has historically been part of 
professional development efforts, Tilemma & Imants (1995) argue, “Training has been 
called a cornerstone of the professional development of teachers. However, most training 
models to date have had little connection to the teacher’s knowledge and task perception, 
which makes them obsolete” (p. 148).  
Furthermore, a number of scholars have investigated the effectiveness of 
professional development (Abdal-Haqq, 1996; Guskey, 1994; Guskey & Huberman, 
1995; Hargreaves, 1995; Lucilio, 2009). In the body of research I reviewed a number of 
significant elements of successful PD surfaced, including, its ongoing nature; the 
importance of teachers’ involvement in the PD process; opportunities for collaboration; 
ample time to implement and experience change; and aligning change efforts with 
teachers’ work in a meaningful way.  
PD as ongoing. Many argue that to be highly effective, PD ought to be 
continuous or involve learning and training that are ongoing (Abdal-Haqq, 1996; Fullan, 
1995; Guskey, 1994) Fullan (1995), who draws on a large body of research relating to 
PD, notes the importance of “continuous learning which is another way of saying that 
continuous professional development is essential” (p. 253). He also puts forth ideas about 
connecting various phases of a teachers’ career, from pre-service training to in-service 
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work. Fullan argues that making pre-service and in-service programs 
“coordinated…coherent…[and] connected” (p. 253) are vital to lasting learning. 
Opportunities for continual growth and learning of teachers and linking pre-service and 
in-service training are key issues of professional development (Fullan 1995). 
Guskey (1994) also addresses the idea that PD is a continuous process. He writes, 
“In planning and implementation, think big but start small” (p. 11). Having a vision, in 
other words, is important, as is realizing that starting “small” and building up towards the 
ultimate goal is part of the ongoing process of professional development. He contends 
that “Includ[ing] procedures for feedback on results” (p. 14) is useful when planning 
long-term. In addition, Abdal-Haqq (1996) notes that it is important for PD to be 
“…ongoing; include training, practice, and feedback; and coaching or other follow-up 
procedures” (p. 73). In other words, in addition to providing ongoing training, getting 
input from teachers, and following-up on that feedback is key. To be sustained, 
professional development must be a process, not an event.  
Teachers’ involvement. Another instrumental element of PD is the involvement 
of teachers. For professional development to be successful, teachers cannot be left out of 
the process (Abdal-Haqq, 1996; Guskey, 1994; Lucilio, 2009). Lucilio (2009), who drew 
on research in the field of PD and a study of the PD needs of Catholic school teachers in 
a diocese in Ohio, makes this point strongly: “As teachers are the architects of the 
classroom, professional teacher development and teacher education are the architects of 
the teacher…Professional development must include the teacher in all phases of its 
advancement” (p. 53). She continues, effective PD efforts “Involve teachers in its design, 
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development, implementation, and delivery” (Lucilio, 2009, p. 73). In essence, it is 
beneficial for teachers to be included at all phases of the process, from beginning to end. 
Both Abdal-Haqq (1996) and Guskey (1994) draw on literature in the field of PD 
to create a series of guidelines for implementing successful professional development. 
When outlining qualities of successful professional development, Abdal-Haqq (1996) 
notes the usefulness of “opportunities for individual reflection and group inquiry into 
practice” (p. 73).  In the same vein, Guskey (1994) offers a series of procedural 
guidelines for professional development that lead to what he terms an “optimal mix” of 
individual and organizational change. He contends that it is of utmost importance to 
“Recognize that change is both an individual and organization process” (p. 9), which 
involves including teachers. Both scholars, therefore, highlight the importance of 
recognizing the role of the individual and the group in PD.  
Opportunity for collaboration/Teacher-led learning communities. Research in 
the field of professional development also highlights the importance of creating teacher-
led learning communities (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006) or 
networks supporting educational change (Lieberman & McLaughlin, 1992).  
Similarly, Abdal-Haqq (1996) and Guskey (1994) write about the need for 
collaboration in PD, calling for it to be “collaborative, providing opportunities for 
teachers to interact with peers” (Abdal-Haqq, 1996, p. 73) and allowing teachers to “work 
in teams to maintain support” (Guskey, 1994, p. 12). 
Ample time to implement and experience change. Another important component 
of PD is allowing stakeholders ample time to implement and experience a change 
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endeavor. As Lucilio (2009) urged: “[A]llow teachers the time to engage in the 
professional development process by being creative with scheduling, planning time, and 
opportunities to observe others teaching and create funding opportunities to support these 
efforts” (p.73).  Likewise, Abdal-Haqq (1996) note the need to “ provide adequate time 
and follow-up support” (p. 3) and Guskey (1994) argued for the importance of 
“Provid[ing] continued follow-up, support, and pressure” (p. 17). Like the notion 
addressed above that PD ought to be ongoing, it is important to provide teachers with 
time to meaningfully work through a change initiative introduced in PD. 
Meaningfully aligning change with teachers’ work. Yet another important 
element of PD is the need to align the change initiative put forth in the PD with teachers’ 
work in a meaningful way. Fullan (1995) also notes this importance of aligning change 
with the teaching context: “continuous learning must be organically part and parcel of the 
culture of the school” (p. 258; emphasis in original), relevant to classroom practices and 
the school context. Lucilio (2009) highlights the fact that effective PD efforts target 
teachers’ specific content areas. A key part of PD is a “focus on content-specific areas 
and teaching strategies on content material” (Lucilio, 2009, p. 73).  
Similarly, when describing effective PD endeavors Abdal-Haqq (1996), who 
draws on existing research and “best practices” recommends they be “school-based and 
embedded in teacher work” (p. 3) and have the following qualities: 
…encourage and support school-based and teacher initiatives; rooted in the 
knowledge base for teaching; incorporate constructivist approaches to teaching 
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and learning; recognize teachers as professionals and adult learners; and are 
accessible and inclusive. (p. 3)  
Also highlighting the importance of coordinating new PD efforts with the current work of 
teachers, Guskey (1994) wrote of the need to “integrate programs” (p. 20). Each of these 
characteristics put forth can be tied to the importance of aligning PD with what teachers 
are already doing. Doing so helps make such efforts more meaningful and therefore more 
likely to succeed. 
In sum, a number of scholars (Abdal-Haqq, 1996; Guskey, 1994; Lucilio, 2009) 
have introduced what they consider to be the key elements of successful professional 
development. Five major themes emerge from their work: 1) it is imperative to involve 
teachers at multiple levels of the process; 2) teachers must have ample time to internalize 
what they are being asked to learn; 3) the professional development must be 
meaningfully aligned with teachers’ practice; 4) it must offer opportunities for teachers to 
collaborate with peers; and 5) it is ongoing.   
Teacher Development (TD) and Growth 
Related to a discussion of professional development is the notion of teacher 
development. Teachers often react to change based on a variety of developmental factors 
(e.g. age, experience, beliefs). When studying why teachers behave the way they do, or in 
the case of my research why teachers respond to a literacy initiative in the way they do, it 
is useful to examine the literature on teacher development (Anders & Richardson, 1994; 
Hargreaves & Fullan, 1992; Huberman, 1992; Jackson, 1992; Levin, 2003; Richardson, 
1994).  
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Factors influencing TD: Personal & Contextual. Factors influencing teacher 
development can be divided into two sub-categories: one, personal factors, including 
elements such as personal beliefs, values, and experiences; and two, contextual factors, 
those which pertain to the work site. A subset of the body of literature pertaining to TD 
(see Anders & Richardson, 1994; Graham & Perin, 2007a; Levin, 2003) addresses these 
factors. Anders and Richardson (1994) chronicle the evolution of staff development 
around a reading comprehension initiative. Their work is particularly relevant to this 
study in that it explores factors influencing teachers’ practice in response to a literacy 
initiative. They found the following five influences to be key in terms of teachers’ 
willingness to embrace this innovation: “the ethos of the school, the nature of the practice 
the teachers are supposed to adopt, teachers’ belief systems, school-level practices, and 
staff development” (p. 6).   
In her 15-year longitudinal case study of teachers’ pedagogical development, 
Levin (2003) posits that a series of factors influence teachers’ thinking including, “prior 
beliefs and personal values… professional experiences as teachers… the contexts in 
which they find themselves teaching…their personal relationships both in and out of 
school…and other life circumstances” (p. 234). Similarly, Graham and Perin (2007a) 
found teachers’ beliefs influenced their willingness to implement reform:  
An important key to implementing research-based practices lies with teachers’ 
beliefs. Teachers’ willingness to implement particular treatments is influenced by 
beliefs about (a) how suitable it is for their students, (b) whether it is effective, (c) 
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how hard it is to implement, (d) possible negative impacts of implementing it, and 
(e) their knowledge about how to implement it. (p. 329) 
Both personal and contextual factors affect teacher development.  
TD over career span. While some scholars, such as those introduced above, 
address factors influencing teacher development, Huberman (1992) creates a model of the 
teacher lifespan and subdivides his career trajectory into five distinct levels. The first, 
which spans from years 1-to-3 of teaching, Huberman called, “Career Entry: Survival and 
Discovery”; the second, from years 4-to-6 he termed “Stabilization”; the subsequent 
phase, spanning from years 7-to-18 Huberman labeled “Experimentation/Activism” or 
“Reassessment/Self-Doubts.” At this point, teachers either take one of these two paths 
and in the following stage from years 19-30 they can either enter a realm of 
“Serenity/Relational distance” or “Conservatism.” Finally, in years 31-40, Huberman 
characterized teachers by a “Disengagement: Serene or Bitter” (Huberman, 1992).  
A Brief Look into Catholic Schools 
As St. Elizabeth School is a Catholic school, it is useful to provide a brief 
historical and current overview of these schools in American society. I begin with a 
discussion of demographics both historical and current and then move to a summary of 
characteristics of Catholic schools, including the curriculum and school culture and role 
of teachers.  
Historical and current demographics. Attendance. The most recent attendance 
and staffing data available are for the 2011-2012 school year (McDonald & Schultz, 
2012). During that time approximately 2,031,000 students attended Catholic schools 
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nationwide (grades K-12), while 1,440,572 of them were in elementary/middle schools 
and 590,883 were in high schools (McDonald & Schultz, 2012). About 313,000 (or 
15.4%) of those students are non-Catholics, 19.3% are racial minorities, while 13.9% are 
Hispanic/Latino1 (McDonald & Schultz, 2012). These figures represent a major change in 
the demographics of urban Catholic schools and are reflected in the St. Elizabeth 
population. The racial and ethnic diversity of the Catholic school population has 
increased over the past forty years. “In 1970, the diversity percentage was 10.8%, in 1980 
it had increased to 19.4% and by 2010 was 29.8%. In 2012, the racial diversity is 19.3% 
and Hispanic/Latino is 13.9%2” (McDonald & Schultz, 2012, p. 4).  
There were 6,841 Catholic schools in the United States during the 2011-2012 
school year, of which 5,636 were elementary and 1,205, secondary (McDonald & 
Schultz, 2012), markedly lower than in the 1960s when approximately thirteen thousand 
schools served 5.2 million students nationwide (McDonald & Shultz, 2012). While only 
34 new sites opened in the 2011-2012 school year, 167 closed (McDonald & Schultz, 
2012), which reflects trends across the country. More striking is the fact that in the past 
twelve years (from 2000-2012) nearly 1,950 Catholic schools closed or were 
consolidated; hence, the number of students attending such sites decreased drastically by 
23.4% (or 621,583 students) (McDonald & Schultz, 2012). Nonetheless, “although there 
has been a significant decrease in the total number of Catholic schools during the past 
four decades, the church has not lost sight of its commitment to educating children, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 As NCEA follows federal guidelines for counting and reporting racial and ethnic data, race and Hispanic 
identity (which is considered ethnicity) are counted separately (McDonald & Schultz, 2012).  
2 Though the NCEA now disaggregates racial and ethnic data, these earlier figures represent a time when it 
did not. 
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particularly those of the poor, within the inner cities and urban areas” (McDonald & 
Schultz, 2012, p. 2). As such, 42.3% of all Catholic schools are still situated in urban 
areas, much like St. E’s presence in Shelby.   
Staffing patterns. Staffing patterns within Catholic schools have also changed in 
the past few decades (McDonald & Schultz, 2012; Przygocki, 2004). Before the 1960s, 
the overwhelming majority of staff (90%) was members of religious orders (Przygocki, 
2004). With only two full-time teachers being nuns, St. E’s also reflects current national 
trends in staffing: Of the 151,395 full-time staff across the country, only 3.3% were 
members of religious orders (2.3% Sisters; 0.5% Brothers; 0.5% Clergy) and 96.7% were 
lay-people (74.9% women; 21.8% men) (McDonald & Schultz, 2012).  
Characteristics of Catholic Schools. Curriculum and school culture. Many 
Catholic school advocates and researchers maintain that they are unique in many regards. 
Bryk, Lee, and Holland (1993), for example, noted that Catholic schools share a number 
of important qualities:  
An unwavering commitment to an academic program for all students, regardless 
of background or life expectations, and an academic organization to promote this 
aim; a pervasive sense, shared by both teachers and students, of the school as a 
caring environment and a social organization deliberately structured to advance 
this, and an inspirational ideology that directs institutional action toward social 
justice in an ecumenical and multicultural world. (Bryk, et al., 1993, p. 10) 
There is uniqueness to the ambience, or school culture of a Catholic school, one 
based on the “spirit of love and freedom” (Congregation for Catholic Education, 1988). 
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As noted above, Bryk, et al. (1993) described it as a “caring environment.” The goal is 
for those who enter a religious school to feel as though they are walking into some place 
special: “From the first moment that a student sets foot in a Catholic school, he or she 
ought to have the impression of entering a new environment, one illumined by the light of 
faith, and having its own unique characteristics” (Congregation for Catholic Education, 
1988). 
Also of note is the “unwavering commitment to an academic program for all 
students” (Bryk & Holland, 1984, p. 10) characteristic of many Catholic schools. The 
emphasis on a core curriculum for all students, in which academics are valued over 
electives, allows Catholic schools to enhance success for students from varying socio-
economic backgrounds (Bryk & Holland, 1984). This research drew on a wide-scale 
dataset that surveyed Catholic school students and teachers across the country. With 
fewer staff to teach more specialized electives that bring studies away from a core 
curriculum, Catholic schools are able to push their students forward in the major 
disciplines (Bryk & Holland, 1984). In this regard, Bryk and Holland (1984) found the 
following: 
 The typical Catholic secondary school places heavy emphasis on academic 
foundation courses: mathematics, science, English, social studies, and western 
European languages….this policy of emphasizing a core academic curriculum 
with a modest range of electives is significant…the courses that students take are 
the strongest predictors of academic achievement. Since Catholic school students 
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take more academic courses than public school students, a substantial part of the 
higher achievement level in Catholic schools is related to this fact. (p. 13) 
To complement their commitment to academic achievement, Catholic schools 
have traditionally focused on the affective development of students (Bryk, et al., 1993; 
Bryk & Holland, 1984; Przygocki, 2004): “The Catholic school is not created for the sole 
purpose of dispensing academic wisdom. The purpose of the school community is to 
nurture and develop all of its members” (Przygocki, 2004, pp. 534-535). Similarly, Bryk, 
et al. (1993) highlight the fact that “full development of all students, both their minds and 
their hearts, is education for democracy and advances the common good” (p. xii). In other 
words, Catholic schools emphasize more than just the development of students’ intellects 
(Bryk & Holland, 1984). Indeed, “Catholic education is often referred to as being value 
driven” (Przygocki, 2004, p. 535). 
Role of teachers. This emphasis on developing students’ character and preparing 
them to participate in a democratic society requires teachers and staff to be attuned to 
students’ overall development and notably shapes the teacher’s role. Lucilio (2009), who 
extensively studied professional development in Midwestern Catholic high schools, 
notes:  
The role of the Catholic school teacher has developed…to include a shift from 
traditional to progressive pedagogy, from teacher centered to learner centered, 
from authoritarian to participative, from academic achievement to lifelong 
learning, from rote teaching and learning to teaching for understanding, from 
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uniformity to meeting individual needs, and from parochialism to global 
awareness. (p. 61) 
A number of scholarly analyses have examined the role of teachers in Catholic schools 
(Bryk & Holland, 1984; Bryk, et al., 1993; Shimabukuro, 2001; Przygocki, 2004). 
Similar to Lucilio’s (2009) argument, Bryk and Holland (1984) comment on the wide 
range of responsibilities of Catholic school employees: “As members of a Christian 
community, they are concerned with the kind of persons their students become as well as 
what they know. Many [teachers] described their work as a kind of ministry and their role 
as one of shaping young adults” (p. 16). They continue: 
…teachers are the great strength of Catholic secondary schools. Their extended 
work day, multiple academic preparations, and broad investment in 
extracurricular activities point to an uncommon dedication to these schools. The 
current successes, as well as the future of Catholic schools, depend on the 
continued commitment of the faculty. (p. 16)  
Other research addresses the staffing needs and staffing demographics of Catholic 
schools (Bryk & Holland, 1984; O’Keefe, 1999; Przygocki, 2004; Schuttloffel, 2001). 
Despite typically lower salaries than public schools, many teachers are dedicated to 
working in these religious institutions (Przygocki, 2004; Schuttloffel, 2001). Przygocki 
(2004) found: “Teachers choose Catholic schools because of a sense of commitment and 
dedication. They are motivated by their love of teaching, the desire to teach in a quality 
environment, and view teaching as a form of ministry” (p. 534). Words such as “ministry, 
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mission, and vocation” appear in conversations with teachers about why they choose to 
work in Catholic schools (Przygocki, 2004).  
In her study which included in-depth interviews with 200 Catholic school teachers 
about their reasons for working in Catholic schools Schuttloffel (2001) discovered the 
majority of participants (about half) commented on “sharing the faith” as the reason for 
working in religious institutions.  Though many (15%) remarked that the Catholic 
schools were hiring so they accepted the position, they admitted to staying in these 
schools because of the religious values found in the communities.  
Despite the commitment of faculty, the typically low salaries do contribute to 
high teacher turnover (Bryk & Holland, 1984; Przygocki, 2004). In the early 1990s, for 
example, the average public school salary was nearly double that of the average Catholic 
school teacher’s salary in the earlier grades (Przygocki, 2004). The numbers of young 
teachers (25 or younger) leaving Catholic schools is also alarming, even higher than in 
public institutions (Przygocki, 2004). The exodus of teachers is not only disconcerting as 
it can disrupt the learning environment for students but also as it can negatively impact 
the sense of community which is essential to Catholic schools’ missions (Przygocki, 
2004).  
O’Keefe (1999) also recommends that teacher education programs, particularly 
those religiously affiliated, provide incentives and opportunities for new teachers to work 
in urban Catholic schools. He highlighted the success of programs such as the Urban 
Catholic Teachers Corps (a collaborative effort between Boston College, a Jesuit 
university, and the Archdiocese of Boston) that matches pre-service teachers with urban 
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Catholic schools. He also noted the importance of raising teacher salaries and offering 
more substantial benefit packages to help ease the number of teachers who leave such 
sites after their first few years of service. On a similar note, Schuttloffel (2001) urges 
Catholic schools at the secondary and university levels to “aggressively work to ‘grow 
our own’ teachers with adequate emphasis on the blessings of a vocation as a Catholic 
school teacher” (p. 31).  
Writing Research and Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) 
Because I am examining teachers’ responses to a writing initiative it is beneficial 
to explore the area of writing research, particularly related to the middle grades. Cutler 
and Graham (2008) assert, “Primary grade students need to spend more time writing, 
including expository text. There needs to be a better balance between time spent writing, 
learning writing process and strategies, and teaching writing skills, with more emphasis 
placed on the first two elements” (p. 918). At a very general level, research in the field of 
writing instruction reveals that elementary school age students are not exposed to 
multiple forms of writing, mostly story-telling genres (Cutler & Graham, 2008). 
Additionally, instruction is typically limited to traditional elements of language including 
grammar, spelling, capitalization, and punctuation (See Cutler & Graham, 2008).  
On a similar note, a recent national survey of fourth, fifth, and sixth grade 
elementary school teachers (N=103) revealed that writing instruction in upper elementary 
grades was limited (Gilbert & Graham, 2010), consisting mainly of short answer 
responses to reading passages, worksheets, and content area writing. Writing for other 
purposes, such as persuasion and reporting information, were limited (Gilbert & Graham, 
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2010). This failure to create a foundation in writing for multiple purposes impacts the 
writing of older students, the focus of this proposed study. Indeed, as students move 
through middle and high school more emphasis is placed on learning content or “writing 
to learn,” rather than “learning to write” (Perin, 2007). Yet, when students lack the proper 
foundations in writing skills, a problem often compounded by the time students enter the 
middle grades, tackling more sophisticated, content-heavy assignments becomes 
increasingly difficult.  
Part of the problem with writing instruction has been the belief that it is only a 
concern for those teaching language arts (Newell, et al., 2007), while other content areas 
resist teaching writing (Stevens & Bean, 2003). Newell, et al. (2007) argue that, to 
achieve lasting change in the teaching of writing across all grades in all subjects, “the 
case needs to be made that writing activities offer something unique to specific academic 
subjects and not just help for English language arts teachers” (p. 75). Additionally, they 
contend that teachers need more time and resources to teach writing. The authors outline 
a series of four recommendations for improved writing instruction in the secondary 
grades, including: 1) a supportive administration committed to changing the writing 
curriculum who provide time and resources for teachers to implement such; 2) 
development of evaluation tools (e.g. rubrics) across content areas; 3) classroom 
instruction focused on enhancing both content knowledge and writing skills; 4) a core of 
teachers knowledgeable about developing writing curriculum able to lead their peers and 
serve as mentors (Newell, et al., 2007). 
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Writing research in the middle grades. Though literature in the field of 
teaching writing to middle grade students exists (See Graham & Perin, 2007a; Newell, et 
al., 2007; NCTE, 2006, 2008; Paul, 2000; Perin, 2007), many studies only include 
experimental and quasi-experimental research. Further, very little research specifically 
addresses the use of an SFL-informed approach with middle grade teachers and students. 
Paul (2000), for instance, researched the impact of a school-wide effort to enhance 
student writing in a suburban Catholic middle/high school (grades 7-12). Her study did 
not emphasize an SFL-informed approach. The goal of this school’s project was to “help 
students express themselves more clearly” (p. 20). As part of their effort, staff created 
rubrics that allowed teachers to score student writing more effectively, efficiently, and 
uniformly. While the example put forth by Paul (2000) shares a number of characteristics 
with my proposed study, including an emphasis on enhancing writing in middle grades in 
Catholic schools, approaches rooted in SFL theory emphasize writing for multiple 
purposes and are explicitly focused on the teaching of language and functional grammar.   
Other research (Graham & Perin, 2007a; Newell, et al., 2007; NCTE, 2006, 2008; 
Perin, 2007) is written more as a set of guidelines for adolescent literacy reform. An 
NCTE policy brief (2006), for example, presented an outline of what needs to be done in 
the field. Recommendations included: the importance of professional development; the 
enhancement of collaboration between professional development providers, teachers, and 
school leaders; the need for cross-content area partnerships (e.g. between language arts 
teachers and science, math, and history instructors); and the role of highly qualified 
literacy coaches in boosting achievement (NCTE, 2006).  Newell, et al. (2006) echo the 
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belief that writing should occur across the content areas and should entail “higher-order 
and critical thinking” (p. 78). 
 Similarly, Perin’s (2006) work outlines recommendations for enhancing 
adolescents’ writing. She frames her suggestions in the form of strategies, including areas 
such as teaching students how to summarize; offering opportunities for peer work and 
editing; goal-setting; word processing; constructing complex sentences; utilizing model 
texts to support students’ writing; having ample time for pre-writing exercises; and 
focusing on “writing to learn” (in other words supporting the enhancement of students’ 
learning of content knowledge through writing) (Perin, 2006). Work in this field (See 
Graham and Perin, 2007a; NCTE, 2006; Newell, et al., 2007, 2008; Perin, 2007) has 
implications for those looking to enhance writing instruction, as it presents a series of 
guidelines for doing so. 
The NCTE (2008) research brief seems to point towards the importance of writing 
initiatives based on functional grammar, much like those employing SFL theory, yet no 
direct links are made to SFL. The authors note, “Writing instruction would…benefit from 
deep study of genre considerations” (p. 3) and that attention must be paid to more 
“holistic” approaches to writing. The authors continue: 
Research shows that explicit teaching of grammar using a context-based 
functional approach, which focuses on how words, phrases, and sentences work 
together to make meaning can help basic writers and English language learners 
improve their writing. (p. 4) 
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The authors also highlight the fact that “addressing multiple audiences for a variety of 
purposes” (p. 4), which is a foundational principle of SFL-informed instruction 
(Derewianka, 1990), is a necessary element of writing instruction. Their work is in 
response to the demands of what they call “a changing world,” one that requires a new 
type of writing: 
We write differently—often digitally—and we write more than in the past. 
Technological advances, changing workplace demands, and cultural shifts make 
writing more important than ever, especially because the way we write often 
predicts academic and/or job success, creates opportunities for civic participation, 
maintains relationships, and enhances critical thinking. (NCTE, 2008, p. 1) 
While authors of the NCTE report attend to the need to write for many purposes, 
particularly in a society with many technological advances, they did not specifically 
mention use of SFL theory.  This points to the fact that, although some scholars 
acknowledge writing for multiple purposes, there is not much literature in the field of 
writing research in middle grades that specifically addresses the use of SFL to help 
students write across genres.  
Genres. A number of scholars (Cooper, 1999; Fitzgerald & Shanahan, 2007; 
NCTE, 2008; Perin, 2007) mention genres in their work, yet they do not necessarily 
define or apply the concept in such a way that adheres to SFL other than the NCTE 
(2008) policy brief highlighted above. Working from an approach rooted in 
developmental psychology, Fitzgerald & Shanahan (2000) outline a series of genres, or 
types of writing, that students should be able to enact across a continuum of ages. For 
57 
example, younger students ought to possess the skills to construct narratives using 
conventional story structures and reports following a traditional format of comparing and 
contrasting, while older students should be able to write persuasively and express varying 
perspectives on an issue (Cited in Perin, 2007, p. 246). Again, though SFL also attends to 
writing across genres, Fitzgerald and Shanahan’s (2000) work primarily focuses on 
developmentally appropriate genres across grade levels.  
 Cooper (1999) also writes of genres. According to Cooper (1999), genres are 
“types of writing produced every day in our culture, types of writing that make possible 
certain kinds of learning and social interaction” (p. 25). He extends this notion further 
when he states that they are “essential to thinking, learning, communication, and social 
cohesion” (p. 25). Examples of genres that he puts forth include, taking a position on an 
issue, interpreting a literary text, the reflective essay, autobiographical incidents, and a 
host of what he refers to as other classifying (including rhetorical, scientific, and poetic) 
and sequencing genres (Cooper, 1999). To see how these distinctions relate to those used 
in SFL and the writing initiative introduced at St. Elizabeth School, I now turn to a an 
introduction to SFL theory (a more detailed description of the theory is presented in the 
subsequent Theoretical Framework section). 
Systemic Functional Linguistics. Systemic functional linguistics (SFL) is a 
sociocultural theory of language based largely on the work of Halliday (1985). SFL was 
used as the framework for the school-university partnership’s work. According to 
Derewianka (1990), SFL is considered “functional” in that it “looks at how language 
enables us to do things… At the heart of a functional model of language is an emphasis 
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on meaning and how language is involved in the construction of meaning. It sees 
language as a resource for making meaning” (pp. 3-4; emphasis in original). Language, in 
SFL, is not about a set of rules; rather, making meaning with language is dependent upon 
the choices the speaker/writer makes. Schleppegrell (2004) further emphasizes this point: 
“Rather than seeing language as a set of rules, the functional linguistic perspective sees 
the language system as a set of options available for construing different kinds of 
meanings” (p. 7).  In other words, from an SFL perspective speakers or writers make 
choices about the language they use (including decisions about vocabulary and tone) 
based on factors such as, their audience, the messages they want to communicate, and the 
encompassing social and cultural contexts (See Derewianka, 1990; Martin & Rose, 
2008). Additionally, Martin (2009) developed a genre theory rooted in SFL, which has 
been applied to classroom instruction.  
Writing instruction informed by SFL emphasizes teaching various genres, defined 
by text purpose (Derewianka, 1990; Martin & Rose, 2008), and its explicit focus on 
teaching language encourages teachers to expand the types of writing students encounter. 
For over thirty years SFL has informed the teaching of writing in Australia (Martin, 
2009) and more recently it has begun to impact instruction in the United States (Brisk, 
2011; Brisk, 2012; Brisk, Hodgson-Drysdale, & O’Connor, 2011; Brisk & Zisselsberger, 
2010; Gebhard, et al., 2007; Gebhard & Harman, 2011; Gebhard, Shin, & Seger, 2011; 
Pavlak, 2013; Schleppegrell & Go, 2007). Gebhard et al. (2007), for example, highlight 
the power of teaching how to write for multiple audiences while focusing on a teacher’s 
experience with fifth grade ELs learning to write persuasively. Students used newly 
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acquired writing skills to convince their principal they needed more recess time. Brisk, et 
al. (2012) contend that SFL-informed instruction greatly impacted ELs’ writing of reports 
from grades K-5 through its explicit focus on purpose, structure, and language features, 
including sentence formation, vocabulary, noun groups, and verb groups. In both cases, 
teachers’ unpacking of the language and structure of texts in genres studied was essential 
and provided promising examples of how SFL can improve both teachers’ instruction and 
students’ writing.  Because SFL is a fundamental part of the partnership’s work, it will 
influence the data I collect.  
Additionally, Gebhard, et al. (2011) highlight the promising results of a case 
study of a second-grade EL who engaged in “blog-mediated writing practices” while her 
teacher was being trained in genre-based instruction. Her ability to write in her second 
language (English) was much improved, over time, as a result of this SFL-infused 
instruction.  
While studies exploring the use of SFL-informed writing instruction in the 
elementary grades exist, those in the middle and upper grades, the focus of my study, are 
scant (see Aguirre-Munoz, et al., 2008; Fang, 2008; Fang & Schleppegrell, 2011; Herbel-
Eisenmann & Otten, 2011; O’Dowd, 2012; Peterson & Calovini, 2004; Schleppegrell & 
Go, 2007). Two studies (Fang, 2008; Fang & Schleppegrell, 2011) focus on reading. 
Fang and Schleppegrell (2010), for example, examine how students can learn to unpack 
academic language of content area texts in secondary classrooms using a functional 
approach to language but they emphasize reading not writing. Similarly, Fang (2008) 
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addresses the need to increase students’ ability to unpack expository texts in the 
intermediate grades.  
Two other research studies from this small corpus (see Herbel-Eisenmann & 
Otten, 2011; Peterson & Calovini, 2004) use SFL to analyze student talk. Herbel-
Eisenmann and Otten (2011) address work in two middle school mathematics classrooms 
but the researchers use SFL as an analytic tool to examine classroom discourse. In this 
case, SFL-informed instruction is not part of the classroom, but simply part of the 
authors’ frame of analysis of the mathematics language used by middle grade students. In 
this same tradition, Peterson and Calovini (2004) explore students’ talk as they 
brainstorm ideas for fictional narrative writing but SFL, again, is only used as a frame for 
critical discourse analysis.  
Of the above noted studies that included SFL in some form in the middle grades, 
only three, (see Aguirre-Munoz, et al., 2008; O’Dowd, 2012; Schleppegrell & Go, 2007) 
emphasize the use of SFL and writing, while others (see Achugar, Schleppegrell, & 
Oteiza, 2007; de Oliveira, 2010; Schleppegrell & de Oliveira, 2006) emphasize the 
importance of training teachers to analyze the language of their content area (particularly 
history) texts in secondary grades. Specifically, Schleppegrell and Go (2007) report on 
helping both teachers and students to attend to language features in their case study of 
two fifth and two sixth grade English learners. Their piece is particularly powerful as it 
addresses the need to help both teachers unpack language, such as the processes of a text 
(enacted through verbs), the participants (through nouns), and the circumstances of a text 
(manifested through adverbs and adverbial phrases addressing time, place, and manner) 
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(Schleppegrell & Go, 2007). By helping teachers see the importance of asking questions 
such as, “What is this text about?” and “How is the text organized?” (p. 531) and relating 
those to key elements of language, educators enable ELs to unpack the language of texts 
and use that knowledge to write independently. For example, when answering the first 
question, students learn to focus on various types of verbs, including “saying/showing, 
thinking/feeling, and describing” (p. 531) and who or what is a participant in the text. The 
benefits of this type of instruction and attention to language can be many:  
Through language analysis, teachers can recognize the language features relevant 
to the texts that the students have produced. Students’ writing can then be used as 
a basis for developing responses and interventions that focus students on their 
language choices and the role of language in accomplishing their writing goals. 
(p. 537)  
Teachers’ attention to language using SFL theory as a means for analysis, therefore, has 
the potential to positively impact students’ writing. 
 Like Schleppegrell and Go (2007), Aguirre-Munoz, et al. (2008) argue for 
providing professional development in SFL for teachers to develop their understanding of 
language as a means for teaching ELs. Researchers worked with middle school teachers 
to help them understand the academic language demands of writing in the response to 
literature genre, with the hopes that this knowledge would influence both how they 
evaluated student work and taught students about the expectations of this type of writing. 
Though the study presents promising results and employs both qualitative and 
quantitative data (the overwhelming majority of studies examining SFL instruction are 
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qualitative), teachers only received training for a week. Pre- and post-test data, therefore, 
does not span a great deal of time and expecting teachers to grasp the nuances of this type 
of language unpacking in such a short period seems quite lofty. 
 O’Dowd (2012) presents her work with 90 pieces of 30 middle school ELs’ 
writing over the course of eighteen months. The focus of her study was on academic 
writing and “linguistic complexity,” which she defines as being “largely what transforms 
everyday speech into academic writing…a mature command of language that opens up 
new opportunities for thinking in different ways, for interacting appropriately with a 
wider range of people, and for articulating new kinds of meaning” (p. 329). O’Dowd 
aimed to trace the development of these students’ academic writing over time by 
examining their written responses to various writing prompts required by teachers: “[The 
project’s] ultimate goal is to develop a data-based continuum of linguistic complexity for 
developing writers that can be used to monitor and guide their progress in school-based 
genres” (p. 333). Their performance, could then, be compared with state grade level 
expectations. O’Dowd used principles of SFL to analyze the work of ELs, particularly 
their attention to language features, as they acquired academic English. None of the 
studies presented in this review, however, have traced teachers’ experiences over time 
with implementing a genre-based, SFL-informed approach to writing. That is where my 
proposed study aims to add to the literature.  
Theoretical Framework 
 
Various theories underpin my study at St. Elizabeth School: sociocultural 
theory—connecting behaviors and actions with values and beliefs—frames the manner in 
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which I view teaching and learning in the classroom and the school while systemic 
functional linguistics (SFL), a manifestation of sociocultural theory, undergirds the 
literacy initiative as its driving strategy. In my proposed study, SFL is both a theoretical 
framework and an approach to writing instruction. Additionally, a view of teachers as 
generators of knowledge and active agents of change underscores my work. I focus on 
each in turn. The Framework for Unpacking Teachers’ Uptake of SFL-informed 
Instruction which emerged from data analysis and a review of the literature and I 
subsequently used to analyze teachers’ experiences is discussed in-depth in Chapter 3.  
A Sociocultural Lens 
Operationalizing culture. Learning is a social activity (Lave & Wenger, 1991; 
Palincsar, 1998; Vygotsky, 1978; Wenger, 1998). According to Palincsar (1998), “from a 
sociocultural perspective, learning and development take place in social and culturally 
shaped contexts, which are themselves constantly changing” (p. 354). Together, teachers 
and students build a distinct culture in the classroom, with its own rules, expectations, 
norms, and structures.   
Others view learning specifically in terms of participation or situatedness in 
communities (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Lave and Wenger (1991) contend, 
“learners inevitably participate in communities of practitioners and…the mastery of 
knowledge and skills requires newcomers to move toward full participation in the 
sociocultural practices of a community” (p. 29). In other words, learning is situated in a 
social context in which participants negotiate meaning (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 
1998). Wenger (1998), an educational theorist, defined the groups in which we make 
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meaning—which can include teachers—as “communities of practice,” which consist of 
people coming together for a “sustained pursuit of a shared experience” (p. 45). He 
continues, “collective learning results in practices that reflect both the pursuit of our 
enterprises and the attendant social relations” (p. 45). Extending this notion, he writes, 
“Communities of practice can be thought of as shared histories of learning” (p. 86). 
Viewed from this perspective, teacher learning or professional development can be 
understood as a decidedly collective phenomenon.  
In addition, before I set out to examine the culture of writing instruction in the 
middle grades at St. Elizabeth School it is useful to define culture. Drawing on Geertz’s 
(1973) definition of culture and social structures is useful in helping frame my proposed 
study. He writes, culture “is an ordered system of meaning and of symbols, in terms of 
which social interaction takes place,” while social structure “is the pattern of social 
interaction itself” (pp. 144-145). He extends these notions, “Culture is the fabric of 
meaning in terms of which human beings interpret their experience and guide their 
action; social structure is the form that action takes, the actual existing network of social 
relations” (p. 145). In other words, culture includes one’s beliefs and values while social 
structure entails action and behaviors; in this conception, cultural values shape social 
behavior. As McQuillan (1998) observed:  
Culture does not determine social action, nor is it predictive; but it defines the 
possible, the logical.  It is this aspect of culture—its potential to delimit, but not 
determine, how we perceive the world, and thereby to influence how we act—that is 
central to this study. (Geertz, 1973) 
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Culture, then, involves systems of beliefs or values and is linked to social action through 
structures.  
Evans (1996) contends that culture is composed of three levels, those being 
artifacts and creations, values, and basic assumptions. Artifacts and creations consist of 
“the physical and social environment” (p. 42), while values are shared beliefs that 
become institutionalized as part of a culture. Basic assumptions, “at the deepest level of 
culture…are fundamental, underlying shared convictions that guide behavior and shape 
the way group members perceive, think, and feel…They are invisible and nearly 
invincible” (p. 43). In essence, school culture is difficult to change: “[C]ulture is 
conservative: it works to preserve the status quo” (Evans, 1996, p. 17). 
Eisenhart (2001) distinguishes between historical views of culture “as a group’s 
distinct pattern of behaviors, or coherent ‘way of life’” and more interpretive views that 
emphasize “‘culture as webs of significance’ or meanings partially shared and 
manipulated by those who knew them” (p. 209). This more interpretive perspective, 
which highlights the agency of those involved in a culture, guides my work at St. 
Elizabeth School. 
The values and beliefs of a culture influence actions and are important factors to 
consider in instances of curricular reform, like the SFL-informed initiative that is part of 
my proposed study. Indeed, as Fullan (2007) contends, “changes in beliefs and 
understanding…are the foundation of achieving lasting reform” (p. 37), a wholly logical 
assertion from a sociocultural perspective where one assumes that values and beliefs 
influence behavior. In this regard, I anticipate that what educators at St. Elizabeth School 
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believe about and value as part of their role as teachers in general and writing instruction 
in particular will influence their experiences with the SFL-informed initiative. And, I will 
analyze their experience from this sociocultural lens. 
 Much of the above relates to the larger theoretical notion of social construction 
(Palincsar, 1998; Vygotsky, 1978), which emphasizes, “the interdependence of social and 
individual processes in the co-construction of knowledge” (Palincsar, 1998, p. 345). 
Though not grounded in SFL, Newell, et al. (2007) extended social constructivist thought 
to the field of writing:  
Rather than considering the content of the academic disciplines and students’ 
experiences and knowledge as mutually exclusive concerns, constructivist views 
focus on learning in context—how knowledge develops within particular 
instructional contexts when students are engaged in activities such as 
transforming knowledge in textual sources using writing. (p. 77) 
During writing instruction, and across the curriculum, knowledge is constructed and 
learning occurs within social contexts.  
Similarly, Englert, Mariage, and Dunsmore (2006) define sociocultural theory and 
apply it to writing research. They note, “Rather than viewing knowledge as existing 
inside the heads of individual participants or in the external world, sociocultural theory 
views meaning as being negotiated at the intersection of individuals, culture, and 
activity” (p. 208).  Interactions with others shape values and beliefs, yet culture also 
shapes people.  
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Social constructivist thought also plays into my beliefs about teacher knowledge 
and teacher change. Richardson (1996) found that “programs that approach learning to 
teach in a constructivist manner are successful in engaging their participants in examining 
and changing their beliefs and practices” (p. 113), in great part because they acknowledge 
that developing this skill depends upon both individual inclinations and tendencies and 
the context within which interaction occurs.  In essence, the process is complex and the 
outcomes always uncertain. This notion influences how I work with teachers at St. 
Elizabeth School. 
Teacher beliefs. Foundational to the notion of culture are the beliefs held by 
teachers. As Richardson (1996) observed: “beliefs are thought of as psychologically held 
understandings, premises, or propositions about the world that are felt to be true” (p. 
103). Accordingly, and in line with sociocultural analysis, such powerful feelings shape 
actions. And in line with a constructivist perspective, Richardson (1996) contends that 
beliefs originate from three sources: “personal experience…experience with schooling 
and instruction… [and] experience with formal knowledge” (pp. 105-106).   
Richardson (1994, 1996) highlights the importance of considering how teachers’ 
beliefs influence their practice, noting that efforts at professional development must 
attend to both beliefs and actions:  
If beliefs are related to practices, and more particularly, if beliefs drive practices, 
staff development that focuses solely on teaching practices may not be successful 
in effecting change, unless the teachers’ beliefs and theories underlying the 
practices are also explored. (Richardson, 1994, p. 90)  
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Furthermore, through her study of a literacy initiative, Richardson (1994) found that 
reforming beliefs and instructional practices is “interactive…depending on the types of 
changes and the teachers themselves, the change process may begin either with changes 
in beliefs or changes in practice” (p. 90), as from a sociocultural perspective, change in 
one, at least theoretically, can lead to change in the other. In essence, change is an 
unpredictable process. Sometimes, changes in beliefs precede changes in practice, while 
in other instances, change in practice leads to changes in beliefs. And, on other occasions 
changes in one happen simultaneously with the other; change is interactive (Richardson 
1994, 1996). In essence, “genuine changes will come about when teachers think very 
differently about what is going on in their classrooms, and are provided with the practices 
to match their different ways of thinking” (Richardson, 1994, p. 102) or changes can arise 
when teachers encounter new practices that lead to alterations in their thinking.  
Knowing this, Richardson (1994) recommends that staff development initiatives 
attend to three levels of knowledge and beliefs, including, “1) teachers’ beliefs or 
practical knowledge about the teaching and learning process…2) formal theoretical 
frameworks and empirical understandings as derived from current research and 
scholarship…3) alternative classroom practices that instantiate both teachers’ beliefs and 
research knowledge” (p. 103). It is imperative to address these various forms of 
knowledge in an “interactive, iterative, and dialogical process” (p. 103) giving teachers 
the opportunity to think about their own practice and their students’ learning in light of 
any initiatives that are introduced, over time and on multiple occasions.   
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Also of note is Richardson and Placier’s (2001) view of what they term 
“naturalistic change” that “assumes individual autonomy and choice” (p. 909). 
Additionally, this perspective considers “that biography, experience…personality, and 
context” all impact an individual’s response to change (Richardson & Placier, 2001).  
Who teachers are in terms of their personal background and their prior experiences 
influence how they interact with an initiative. In other words, teachers respond to change 
differently, not singularly, based on what they bring to a situation. These notions of 
autonomy, agency, and background play into my thoughts on teacher knowledge and 
teachers as change agents, to which I now turn. 
Teacher Knowledge and Teachers as Change Agents. By bringing SFL-
informed genre-based instruction to the school, our university team is attempting to 
change teachers’ beliefs and values about writing instruction at St. Elizabeth. That said, 
however, I hold strong beliefs about the value of teachers’ knowledge and their 
willingness to support curricular change. Teachers’ knowledge is valuable knowledge 
(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Cochran-Smith & Lytle 2009; Lieberman, 1995; 
Richardson & Hamilton, 1994; Richardson & Anders, 1994; Richardson, 1994). 
Lieberman (1995), for example, calls for moving beyond seeing “teaching as technical, 
learning as packaged, and teachers as passive recipients of ‘objective research’” (p. 67). 
From a constructivist perspective, acknowledging, and building off the knowledge, 
experiences, and skills both teachers and students bring to the classroom is fundamental 
to promoting change.  
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The theoretical framework that drives our work with teachers in this partnership, 
including the teachers highlighted in this paper, is based on the National Commission on 
Teaching and America’s Future (NCTAF) (1996) report entitled, “What Matters Most: 
Teaching for America’s Future.” In it, the committee outlined the following three 
principles: 
What teachers know and can do is the most important influence on what students 
learn; recruiting, preparing, and retaining good teachers is the central strategy for 
improving our schools; and school reform cannot succeed unless it focuses on 
creating the conditions in which teachers can teach, and teach well. (p. 9)  
The authors of this report contend that “recruiting, preparing and supporting excellent 
teachers” (p. 1) is the most powerful way to improve American schools. In essence, 
teachers and their development are key factors in helping schools succeed.  
The first of the aforementioned three principles from the NCTAF report, 
acknowledging the importance of teacher knowledge and how they enact that knowledge 
to enhance student learning, drives the partnership’s work.  Knowledge of SFL theory 
will be built with teachers in the summer institute, monthly meetings with the 
PI/university professor, and weekly discussions with doctoral students. In essence, the 
professional development provided by the partnership aims to enhance what teachers 
know and can do in classrooms through introducing and developing SFL-informed 
instruction, with the ultimate goal of positively impacting student writing in the middle 
grades.   
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 Because I aim to examine teachers’ experience with knowledge of SFL and their 
implementation of the initiative, drawing on seminal work (Borko & Putnam, 1996; 
Carter, 1990; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Grossman, 1995; Shulman, 1987) in the 
field of teacher knowledge is also useful. Shulman (1987), whose work is foundational in 
the field, put forth seven categories that make up teacher knowledge: (1) content 
knowledge; (2) general pedagogical knowledge; (3) curriculum knowledge; (4) 
pedagogical content knowledge; (5) knowledge of learners and their characteristics; (6) 
knowledge of educational contexts; and (7) knowledge of educational ends, purposes, and 
values. Teachers, according to Shulman’s perspective, possess knowledge in these 
multiple levels: knowledge about the content, or their subject matter; knowledge of how 
to teach; knowledge about curriculum in general; knowledge of how to teach specific 
content; knowledge of students; contextual knowledge; and knowledge of the overarching 
purpose of education.  
Grossman (1995) built on work in the field of teacher knowledge, including that 
of Shulman (1987) and Carter (1990). Similar to the areas outlined above, a la Shulman, 
Grossman emphasizes that teachers possess multiple levels of knowledge. Her categories 
differ from Shulman’s in that she includes the importance of teachers knowing 
themselves.  
Carter (1990) highlighted the relationship between teachers’ knowledge and 
learning to teach, with a focus on “knowledge related to or grounded in classroom 
practice” (p. 291). Like Grossman (1995) and Shulman (1987) Carter’s categories reflect 
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the importance of teachers’ knowing their subject matter and pedagogy. She added a 
domain related to “information processing/decision making.”  
 Similar to Carter (1990), Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) address knowledge 
related to teachers’ practice. They put forth three concepts of teacher learning: 
“knowledge-for-practice,” “knowledge-in-practice,” and “knowledge-of-practice” (p. 
250). The first, “knowledge-for-practice” assumes that knowledge comes from outside 
researchers: “Here it is assumed that university-based researchers generate what is 
commonly referred to as formal knowledge and theory…for teachers to use in order to 
improve practice” (p. 250; emphasis in original). The second, “knowledge-in-practice” is 
commonly referred to as “practical knowledge:” “Here it is assumed that teachers learn 
when they have opportunities to probe the knowledge embedded in the work of expert 
teachers and/or to deepen their own knowledge and expertise as makers of wise 
judgments and designers of rich learning interactions in the classroom” (p. 250; emphasis 
in original). Finally, “knowledge-of-practice” involves “intentional investigation” of 
one’s own work and “interrogation and interpretation” (p. 250) of outside theory and 
knowledge (p. 250): “In this sense, teachers learn when they generate local knowledge of 
practice by working within the contexts of inquiry communities to theorize and construct 
their work and to connect it to larger social, cultural, and political issues” (p. 250; 
emphasis in original).  
While all of the research I reviewed in this field of teacher knowledge shapes my 
thinking about teacher learning, because their work is rooted in classroom practice and 
my proposed research is concerned with teachers’ instruction, I will attend to all three 
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conceptions of knowledge put forth by Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999). “Knowledge-
for-practice” comes into play as the university team of which I am a part brings SFL 
theory to the school site—knowledge brought in from the outside to help teachers 
improve practice, whereas “knowledge-in-practice” will be emphasized when teachers try 
out SFL theory in their classrooms and adapt curriculum to meet student needs. Finally, 
“knowledge-of-practice” will be encouraged in weekly meetings with teachers about their 
use of SFL-informed instruction. I will encourage them to inquire into their own practice 
by asking themselves questions such as, “What worked?” and “What could be 
improved?” in their writing instruction.  
Clearly, many theories about the domains of teacher knowledge exist. Though 
differing slightly, the works I reviewed all recognize the importance of teachers 
possessing multiple levels of knowledge. Grossman (1995) also put forth a theory about 
why research on teacher knowledge is so important: “Considerations of the content, form, 
and sources of teacher knowledge are likely to become increasingly important as efforts 
to reform teacher education and to create a teaching profession gain momentum” (p. 23). 
I would argue, as well, that examining teacher knowledge is relevant to change endeavors 
in education. Various types of knowledge teachers possess may impact their interactions 
with curricular reform, for example. As I work with three teachers at St. Elizabeth School 
and examine their experiences with the SFL-informed literacy initiative this body of work 
will play into my analysis. 
Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL). As noted above, systemic functional 
linguistics (SFL) is a sociocultural theory of language serving as the theoretical 
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framework for the collaborative work between the university and St. Elizabeth School. 
SFL is sociocultural in that it looks at language in context or the interaction of language 
and culture. In this regard, genre represents a key concept in SFL. Analysis of multiple 
texts revealed overlapping elements in specific types of texts, later called genres (Martin 
& Rose, 2008). Genres, which emerge from a particular culture in SFL (Martin, 2009), 
are defined by purpose. For example, there are four underlying purposes for writing 
found in schools: storytelling, giving instructions, organizing information, and persuading 
(Butt, et al., 2000; Derewianka, 1990), each constituting a different genre. Storytelling 
consists of recounts (personal, factual, imaginative), historical recounts, procedural 
recounts (mostly found in the content areas of science and math), and fictional narratives 
(Derewianka, 1990). To give instructions, one uses a procedure, while organizing 
information can take the form of a report or an explanation. Finally, to persuade, one uses 
exposition, discussion, or historical or scientific arguments (Derewianka, 1990). Each 
genre includes common language features and text structures. Students using SFL-
informed genre-based writing instruction are explicitly taught these language elements, 
including features such as noun groups, verb groups, verb tense, adverbials, and 
vocabulary in addition to how language and grammar reveal tenor and support making a 
text cohesive. 
When working with SFL, and aligned with sociocultural theory, texts are seen as 
nested in a specific situational context and the larger context of the culture (Martin & 
Rose, 2008). The context of culture defines the genre (or purpose), while the context of 
situation defines the register. In SFL, register comprises three elements: field, tenor, and 
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mode. Field is defined as the topic of the text (serving an ideational function), tenor is the 
relationship between the audience and the writer, which includes the topic of voice 
(serving an interpersonal function), while mode represents the form language takes, such 
as written, oral, or multi-modal (serving a textual function) (Derewianka, 1990; Martin & 
Rose, 2008).  
Though, to date, there have been few SFL-informed studies in writing in the 
middle grades, Gebhard and Harman (2011) eloquently point to the significance of this 
type of instruction by recommending that: 
…teachers learn to critically unpack how academic language works in the genres 
they routinely ask their students to read and writing in school; expand the range of 
linguistic choices available to students in communicating for particular purposes 
and audiences; and support ELLs in using academic language to accomplish 
social, academic, and political work that matters to them. (p. 46) 
With this dissertation I aim to add to the growing, though still limited, body of literature 
that examines how training teachers in SFL-informed instruction in US classrooms might 
enhance writing instruction and more generally to educational reform.	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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
This study aims to describe the experiences of three middle grade teachers as they 
attempt to implement an SFL-informed writing initiative. I examine the following 
questions:  
• How do three middle grade (6th-8th) teachers at St. Elizabeth School enact a new 
approach to teaching writing?  
• Specifically, what happens when teachers in the middle grades at St. Elizabeth 
School are strongly encouraged to introduce SFL-informed genre based writing 
instruction into their teaching?  
• To what degree are SFL-related ideas embraced by St. Elizabeth faculty? What, if 
anything, is taught that reflects this new knowledge? How is it taught?  
• What factors influence teachers’ responses to professional development aimed at 
helping them incorporate SFL-informed genre based instruction into their 
teaching?  
• Do teachers’ enactments of SFL-informed instruction shift over time? If so, how 
and why?  
Qualitative Research 
My research at St. Elizabeth’s was qualitative. According to Miles and Huberman 
(1994), qualitative data are, “a source of well-grounded, rich descriptions and 
explanations of processes in identifiable local contexts” (p. 1).  The questions I asked 
required interpretation and subjective assessment, thereby lending themselves to 
qualitative data collection and analysis. Miles and Huberman (1994) also highlight the 
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power of collecting data in natural environments, which in my case are both the school 
and classroom settings: “Well-collected qualitative data…focus on naturally occurring, 
ordinary events in natural settings, so that we have a strong handle of what ‘real life’ is 
like” (p. 10). My data was collected over the course of a school year in the classroom and 
whole-school contexts. Such data are rich and holistic, “with a strong potential for 
revealing complexity…provid[ing] ‘thick descriptions’ that are vivid, [and] nested in a 
real context…” (p. 10). Particularly relevant to my study is the fact that qualitative data 
are “typically collected over a sustained period [which] makes them powerful for 
studying any process” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 10). As such, qualitative research is 
a good fit for the types of questions I answer regarding the process of teachers working 
with SFL. I paid close attention to teachers’ perspectives on, and application of, the SFL-
informed writing initiative by observing them in their respective classrooms and at the 
school site more generally, their natural environments.  
Ethnography  
Additionally, the above mentioned research questions lend themselves to 
ethnographic research in that, “Ethnography all begins with the same general problem: 
What are the cultural meanings people are using to organize their behavior and interpret 
their experience?” (Spradley, 1979, p. 93). Because I aimed to better understand teachers’ 
experiences with SFL-informed instruction, qualitative research, in particular 
ethnographic methods, helped me answer my questions in the most nuanced way. The 
ethnographic approach allowed me to address many of the questions about educational 
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change put forth in the literature cited above and to examine how teachers at St. Elizabeth 
School do or do not change in regards to writing instruction.  
Fundamental to ethnographic work is an understanding of participants’ culture, 
the beliefs and values that shape people’s behavior. As such, 
An informant’s cultural knowledge is more than random bits of information; this 
knowledge is organized into categories, all of which are systematically related to 
the entire culture. Our goal is to employ methods of analysis that lead to 
discovering this organization of cultural knowledge…Ethnographic analysis is 
the search for the parts of a culture and their relationships as conceptualized by 
informants (Spradley, 1979, p. 93; emphasis in original).  
I aimed to capture the teachers’ experiences with this literacy initiative, which can best be 
done by recognizing their decisions and actions are nested within a particular culture and 
by spending as much time as possible observing and talking with the teachers over the 
course of the school year:  
…a key assumption has been that by entering into close and relatively prolonged 
interaction with people (one’s own or other) in their everyday lives, ethnographers 
can better understand the beliefs, motivations, and behaviors of their subjects than 
they can by using any other approach. (Hammersley, 1992 cited in Tedlock, 2003, 
p. 166) 
Ethnographic methods, therefore, helped me understand the experiences of teachers at St. 
E’s.  
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My roles at St. E’s. Ethnographies are undertaken over extended periods of time.  
Accordingly, I gathered qualitative data for this study over the span of a school year, 
conducting fieldwork at St. E’s in various capacities: as a participant observer, as a 
professional development provider, and as a liaison between the school and the 
university.  
Participant observer. As a participant observer, I visited classrooms in grades 6-
to-8 weekly. As our university team had not yet worked with middle grade teachers and 
SFL and I have experience as a classroom teacher at these grade levels, I worked with 
and observe classroom writing instruction of teachers in grades 6-to-8. 
The ethnographic methods of this study fit with sociocultural theory, which 
foregrounds the notion of culture and how it relates to people’s behavior. In order to best 
understand the beliefs, values, and actions of an individual and/or a group, the culture of 
which they are a part must be carefully examined. To create this understanding, Tedlock 
(2000) writes of an ethnographer’s need to “fashion cultures and cultural understandings 
through an intertwining of voices” acting as “outsiders wearing insiders’ clothes while 
gradually acquiring the language and behaviors that go along with them” (p. 455). I seek 
to grasp these perspectives in my work.  
Ethnographers are, at once, “storytellers and scientists” (Fetterman, 1998, p. 474) 
aiming to understand and describe as best possible the participants’ experiences which 
when accurately told lead to “better stories” and “better science” (p. 474). To work 
towards attaining an emic (or insider’s) perspective on the teachers’ experiences and gain 
insight into their experiences with the SFL-initiative, I observed their work on a regular 
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basis (twice weekly) over the course of a school year, spoke with them both informally 
and more formally through interviews (see Fetterman, 1998; Fontana & Frey, 2000) and 
became more familiar with their school community through participant observation.  
Fetterman (1998) defines participant observation as, “immersion in a culture” involving 
“participation in the lives of the people under study with maintenance of professional 
distance” (p. 480). As a participant observer, therefore, I aimed to immerse myself in the 
classrooms of the three teachers at St. E’s, participating in their process of working with 
SFL, while simultaneously maintaining a level of “professional distance.”  
 Describing it as an “oxymoron,” Tedlock (2003) writes, “participant observation 
implies simultaneous emotional involvement and objective detachment” as ethnographers 
“attempt to be both engaged participants and coolly dispassionate observers of the lives 
of others” (p. 180). In addition, Spindler and Spindler (1992) refer to “direct observation” 
as “the guts” of ethnography (p. 63). Time spent on site, therefore, is critical. They 
continue:  
…the validity of ethnographic observation is based on observations in situ that 
last long enough to permit the ethnographer to see things happen not once but 
repeatedly… we must observe these happenings often enough so that finally we 
learn nothing significant by their reoccurrence. (p. 65)  
In other words, my goal was to spend as much time on-site at St. Elizabeth School 
as possible in order to best understand what goes on regularly in the three classrooms I 
examine.  
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Similarly, in their account of the reform efforts within Coalition of Essentials 
Schools, Muncey and McQuillan (1996) outline what it means to “do ethnography:”  
…using ethnographic methods to collect data (not just relying on interviews but 
drawing on observational data and cultural artifacts, for instance); a long-term 
commitment [emphasis original] to your research focus; adopting the stances of 
cultural relativism, taking the native’s perspective, and holism in the analysis of 
data. (p. 297)  
It is in this tradition, that I gathered my data.  The many strengths of ethnography, 
including an emphasis on a researcher’s participation in a culture balanced with 
prolonged observation, helped me address my research questions.  
PD provider & school-university liaison. Another important role I served at St. 
E’s was as a professional development provider and a liaison between the university and 
St. E’s. In this capacity I helped organize and conduct a day-long summer institute 
centered around SFL instruction, met with teachers weekly about their writing instruction 
and provided resources and support for their SFL-informed work. I also assisted my 
university colleagues in the development of SFL-informed rubrics to be used for 
assessing student writing and shared these assessment tools with teachers.   
School ethnography. I drew on the work of others in the field of ethnography 
who have studied the culture of schools and teachers both at empirical (See e.g., Cusick, 
1983; Everhart, 1983; Fordham, 1996; Hubbard, 1989; McQuillan, 1998; Muncey & 
McQuillan, 1996; Olsen, 1997; Nespor, 1997; Putney & Frank, 2008; Valdes, 1996; 
Valenzuela, 1999; Willis, 1977) and theoretical/conceptual (Erickson, 1973; Ogbu, 1981) 
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levels. A number of key characteristics of ethnographic research emerged in these 
studies, which impacted the way I conducted research. These elements include: 
• Ethnographies take place over time. 
• Case studies can be a powerful methodological tool.  
• Data should be triangulated (including data from multiple sources and methods, 
such as field notes and observations, interviews, focus groups, and archival data). 
• Participant observation can occur in multiple venues and at multiple times 
throughout the school day (e.g. in classrooms, hallways, offices, cafeterias, before 
and after school). 
• Interviews can be both formal and informal.  
• Focus students can be selected to provide a rich perspective.  
• Data gathered can be used to link schools/classrooms to larger structures (pointing 
to the holistic nature of ethnography).  
These elements are ones that I paid attention to as I gathered my data at St. Elizabeth 
School.   
Case Studies 
As I traced the experiences of three teachers over the course of a year, I engaged 
in case study research, with each of the teachers being one case (see Stake, 2000). I 
examined three cases that shared the same context of St. Elizabeth School. I draw on 
Miles and Huberman’s (1994) definition of a case as being, “a focused and bounded 
phenomenon embedded in its context” (p. 10). They continue with attention to why the 
emphasis on context is so important: “The influences of the local context are not stripped 
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away, but are taken into account. The possibility for understanding, latent, underlying, or 
nonissues is strong” (p. 10). As such, case studies lend themselves to understanding the 
nuances of life in schools.  
When identifying cases, Stake (2003) also notes the importance of “boundedness 
and behavior patterns” (p. 135). In other words, cases are bounded entities, such as a 
classroom, a school, or in the case of this proposed study a single teacher and there are 
patterns to the chosen case’s behavior (Stake, 2003).  He writes, “A case study is both a 
process of inquiry about the case and the product of that inquiry” (p. 136).  Those 
interested in what Stake (2003) calls “intrinsic case study” “want better understanding of 
this particular case” (p. 136). They, “aim the inquiry toward understanding of what is 
important about that case within its own world…those designs develop what is perceived 
to be the case’s own issues, contexts, and interpretations, its thick description” (p. 140). 
This sort of research aims to uncover the particularities of the case itself and the focus is 
on “the stories of those living the case” (p. 136).  
Defining my cases. As noted above, each of the three teachers with whom I 
worked at St. E’s represents one case. Miles and Huberman (1994) wrote of the issue of 
bounding a case, which can often be complicated: “Qualitative researchers often struggle 
with questions of ‘what my case is’ and ‘where my case leaves off’” (p. 25). In my study 
each individual teacher is one case (hence cases are bounded by the individual) within the 
larger context of the school. Each teacher, therefore, is a unit of analysis. I collected the 
following data for each of the three cases: surveys regarding teachers experiences with 
the teaching of writing both before and after using an SFL-informed approach; formal 
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and informal interviews; weekly classroom observations; and archival data (e.g., lesson 
plans, student work, classroom assignments, texts used to teach writing). Data was 
collected over the course of a single school year and was bounded by this time frame.  
Usefulness of case research. Case studies are well suited to the type of research I 
propose, as they allow for examination of the nuances of participants’ experiences. Citing 
Yin (2003), Kohlbacher (2006) notes the value of this type of research: “The distinctive 
need for case studies arises out of the desire to understand complex social phenomena 
because the case study method allows investigators to retain the holistic and meaningful 
characteristics of real-life events” (p. 4). In other words, focusing on cases allows the 
researcher to delve deeply into the complexities of the experiences of each of the 
participants/cases. Yin (1998) also notes the appropriateness of using case study research 
to answer research questions framed in terms of “how and why events occur” (p. 233; 
emphasis in original). As I asked how teachers respond to an SFL-informed initiative and 
why they embraced particular strategies and actions, case study orientation seems well 
suited to my research.  
Furthermore, I sought to describe what happens when teachers are strongly 
encouraged to implement SFL-informed instruction in their classrooms, which adds to the 
appropriateness of case studies in my research. Hence, my case studies will be descriptive 
(Yin, 1998; Hancock & Algozzine, 2006) which can be defined as an, “attempt to present 
a complete description of a phenomenon within its context” (Hancock & Algozzine, 
2006, p. 33). Yin (1998), however, warns researchers in such descriptive endeavors, to be 
conscious of asking answerable, focused questions that offer a “complete description of 
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what is being studied” not those that attempt to “describe everything” (p. 235). I, 
therefore, focused in on the specifics of writing instruction in each of the three teachers’ 
classrooms and my research questions guided my data collection and subsequent analysis. 
Analysis of cases. Another benefit of examining cases is the fact that they can be 
compared using cross-case analysis (Ayres, et al., 2003; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Stake, 
2003). Commonalities among cases, or themes that emerge in the data, can help tell a 
richer story about participants’ experiences. As Stake (2003) notes, “how we learn from 
the singular case is related to how the case is like and unlike other cases (i.e., 
comparisons)” (p. 145). In this light, I will employ the use of cases to uncover the stories 
of three teachers from one school site and examine them within-cases and across-cases 
(see Ayres, et al., 2003).  
Though efforts are made to tell the stories of the cases, it is important to 
remember that the researcher plays a role in their telling: “the report will be the dressing 
of the case’s own story” (p. 144). Stake (2000) also notes, “The purpose of a case report 
is not to represent the world, but to represent the case” (p. 448). My aim, therefore, was 
to describe the experiences of the three middle grade teachers at St. Elizabeth School. In 
this sense, then, my case study will be “intrinsic” (Stake, 2000), as it examines the work 
of a few teachers at one site rather than many teachers in many sites. In exploring their 
experiences at St. E’s and telling the teachers’ stories I add to the literature on enhancing 




Research Site & Contextual Information 
St. Elizabeth School is a K-8 Catholic school situated in Shelby, a small, densely 
populated city in the northeastern United States across the river from a much larger urban 
area.  The school was founded in 1871, originally serving only a female student body 
from elementary age to high school. Eighteen years later, however, boys were admitted. 
At that time, the Sisters of Providence from St. Mary-of-the-Woods, Indiana, began to 
run the school; their commitment continues today (History of St. Elizabeth School, n.d.).  
In the early 1900s an expansive fire struck Shelby, the school, the accompanying 
church, convent and a number of the houses belonging to parishioners. In 1912, however, 
the school building was reconstructed and still houses the institution nearly one hundred 
years after its reconstruction (History of St. Elizabeth School, n.d.). 
As a result of its proximity to large bodies of coastal water, Shelby has been home 
to a large immigrant population for centuries: first to English, Irish, and Russian groups, 
while in the 1970s there was an influx of people from Central America, particularly El 
Salvador. The following decade brought individuals from South America, and most 
recently Latin America (Waterman, 2011). The current population is nearly two-thirds 
Latino (Waterman, 2011). Students at St. Elizabeth come from local neighborhoods and 
the area just east of its large neighboring city and are representative of the area’s 
immigrant make-up.  
Being a Catholic school, at the root of St. Elizabeth’s mission are Christian values 
of love and justice3. As previously mentioned, The Sisters of Providence have been an 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 See Pryzygocki, 2004 for a discussion of the history of social justice in Catholic schools. 
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integral part of the school’s history. This religious order, which began in 1840, is 
committed to service in communities of need, through work such as teaching:  
The congregation has a mission of being God’s Providence in the world by 
committing to performing works of love, mercy and justice in service among 
God’s people. The Sisters of Providence are an apostolic congregation, meaning 
we serve among people, wherever the need is greatest. (Sisters of Providence, 
n.d.) 
This notion of service is also reflected in the St. Elizabeth’s mission. The school’s 
mission statement follows:  
The mission of St. Elizabeth School, an urban Catholic institution in [name of city 
and state], serving various immigrant families, is to effect positive change in our 
world by providing a secure environment where our children, grades Pre-K 
through eight, are taught Christ-like values as we teach strong academic skills.  
 
Our dedicated faculty, consisting of both Sisters of Providence as well as lay 
teachers, respect, uphold, and nurture Catholic traditions and family life in our 
multi-cultured school. This respect of diversity is shared among all who work or 
attend our school. 
We aspire to meet the needs of our students and their families through works 
of love, mercy, and justice among God’s people (emphasis in original) (School 
website, n.d.). 
The last paragraph of the mission statement directly links to the mission of the Sisters of 
Providence. In addition, the school’s leader is deeply committed to creating a strong 
community and sends weekly newsletters rooted in Catholic faith to both staff and 
parents.  
Why St. Elizabeth School? Before proceeding, it is useful to briefly note why I 
chose to do research at St. Elizabeth School, a small, urban Catholic school. First, I have 
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a deep passion for working with English learners and their teachers and St. E’s is home to 
many students whose home language is not English. Second, I had been working on 
training teachers to use SFL-informed instruction for two years at public schools and was 
invited to continue this work in a Catholic school with middle school students and staff. 
Working with the middle school level was new to our research team. As I had been a 
sixth grade teacher and gained entrée to the school site through the university where I 
was working, I embraced the opportunity.  
A closer look into St. Elizabeth School: Demographics. There are 
approximately 250 students in grades pre-kindergarten through eight at St. Elizabeth 
School, many of whose families emigrated from other countries. According to data from 
the 2011-2012 school year, 76.62% of the students speak a language other than English: 
49.7% speak Spanish, 20.2% speak Vietnamese, and others speak Portuguese, Gujurati, 
and Arabic. This fits with the early mission of Catholic schools in the 1800s when they 
served many Catholic immigrant families from Europe (Przygocki, 2004) and later 
groups from varying ethnic and racial backgrounds (see Green & O’Keefe, 2001).  
The focus of this paper, however, is on middle school grades 6, 7, and 8. At the 
time of the study, there were 21 students in the sixth grade and 14 in both seventh and 
eighth. Students in these grades range between the ages of 11 and 14. Many have a home 
language other than English, the most prevalent being Vietnamese and Spanish. Students’ 
families come from various countries including, Guatemala, Vietnam, Colombia, Cuba, 
Italy, El Salvador, Puerto Rico, Costa Rica, Ethiopia, Haiti, and Ireland.  
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There are 19 regular staff members at St. E’s; ten are teachers. Two of the staff, 
the guidance counselor and middle school history teacher, are male; 17, including the 
principal, are female. Two are nuns. There is only one class of students at each grade 
level. Upper grade teachers, 4th through 8th, teach multiple subjects. For example, one 
teacher instructs all fourth and fifth graders in language arts and social studies while 
another teaches those same students math and science.  The students’ core class schedules 
in grades 6 through 8 consist of language arts, math, science, social studies, and religion.  
Additionally, they attend physical education, music, art, and computer classes once per 
week. Though the student body is racially diverse, the overwhelming majority of the staff 
is white.  
Many families at St. Elizabeth School receive tuition assistance through the 
Catholic Schools Foundation. For the 2012-2013 school year there were $550 worth of 
fees (including registration, books, gym, and technology), while tuition runs from $3,000 
annually for one child to $2,800 for the third child and the school website boasts the fact 
that these rates are some of the most affordable in the Archdiocese (St. Elizabeth School, 
n.d.).   
To summarize, St. Elizabeth School is a small Catholic school serving a largely 
immigrant population. Students come from many different countries and speak multiple 
languages. Working with English learners (ELs) is of utmost importance at the school 
site, as so many students are learning English as a second language. The goal of the 
teacher professional development through SFL in my study aims to enhance writing 
instruction for all students but ELs in particular.  
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The Participants. Three teachers participated in this study. Chloe Quinn, who had 
been out of college for three years at the time of the present study, was in her third year 
of teaching and her first in the middle school grades. Prior to teaching sixth-to-eighth 
grades, she taught pre-kindergarten and kindergarten, also at St. E’s. Chloe taught 
science, math, and language arts to sixth graders and science to students in grades six, 
seven, and eight.   
The second teacher, Sean Murphy, primarily taught history classes to the sixth, 
seventh, and eighth grade students. He was also the math teacher for seventh and eighth 
grades. Sean, who is in his late 20s, was raised in the city adjacent to Shelby and had 
been working at St. E’s for three years. At the time of the study he had taught middle 
school social studies in Catholic schools for five consecutive years. 
The third teacher, Sister Agnes Pagano, had been in the field of education for 46 
years, was a principal in a large mid-western city prior to joining the staff at St. E’s 
twenty years ago, and taught in the middle grades for fifteen years. Sister Agnes taught 
language arts and religion to seventh and eighth graders and religion to sixth grade and is 
a member of the religious community largely responsible for the livelihood of St. E’s, the 
Sisters of Providence. She was the only teacher in the study who is part of this religious 
order.  
The principal. The school leader, Kerry Cassidy was thirty years old and in her 
second year as the principal of St. Elizabeth School at the time of the study. A former 
fourth and fifth grade teacher, Kerry has a master’s degree in Catholic school leadership 
from a private Jesuit institution where she participated in special program that places new 
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teachers in urban Catholic schools. She is currently enrolled in a leadership program that 
brings together early-career administrators from Catholic, charter, and public schools. 
Kerry speaks Spanish as a second language and has traveled extensively to Spanish-
speaking countries doing service and education work. Her Christian faith is strong; she 
has participated in a spiritual pilgrimage in Europe multiple times and involves herself 
deeply in religiously affiliated programs. 
Throughout the year I observed teachers implementing SFL-informed instruction, 
Kerry strived to be a kind, supportive leader. She treated teachers respectfully and also 
had high professional expectations for them. Regarding our SFL-informed work, she 
required that all teachers in grades 4-8 (which included Chloe, Sean, Sister Agnes, and 
two others who are not a part of my study) participate. Highly invested in bringing SFL-
informed instruction to St. E’s, she met with our university team before the school year 
began, participated actively in the Summer Institute, regularly attended monthly PD 
meetings led by MEB, and conversed with a fellow doctoral student and me about 
teachers’ progress with SFL. 
Data Sources 
Gathering data from multiple sources and perspectives is essential (Muncey & 
McQuillan, 1996; Yin, 1998), as is being cognizant of the fact that, “one’s data are but 
samplings [emphasis original] of the universe of activities, impressions, and material 
culture of the object of study, not the universe itself” (Muncey & McQuillan, 1996, p. 
299). Because data should be triangulated to enhance “data-trustworthiness” (Lather, 
1986, p. 270), I will gather and analyze information from multiple sources and methods 
92 
(see Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Lather, 1986; Muncey & McQuillan, 1996; Stake, 2000; 
Yin, 1998). Doing so will allow me to “add rigor, breadth, complexity, richness, and 
depth” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 5) to my study.  
Data included:  
• detailed fieldnotes from observations of classroom writing instruction and 
overall school culture data;  
• analytic memos;  
• copies of student writing;  
• pre-, mid-year, and post-surveys administered to teachers;  
• semi-structured interviews (I transcribed all interviews) and informal 
conversations with the three participating teachers and school principal 
(see Appendices A-C for interview protocols.);  
• transcripts of, and materials from, monthly professional development 
meetings with the project PI and teachers in grades 4-8;  
• notes from weekly research team meetings; and  
• archival data such as email correspondence, student assignments, teacher 
lesson plans, weekly newsletters to parents and staff from the principal, 
and a teachers’ manual and genre-specific rubrics and writing related 
materials created by university staff.  
(Table 1 outlines each of these sources.) Data gathered from the abovementioned 
sources enhanced my ability to triangulate my findings. 
Table 3.1 Comprehensive Overview of Research Methods 
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Data Source Participants Frequency  Data Totals 




















3 Weekly (Sept – June:  
Sister and Sean; Sept- 
Dec: Chloe) 
 





PD sessions  





All 4th-8th grade  
teachers, principal  
 




Interviews (formal and 
informal)  
 3 Teachers 
1 Principal 
 
Formal: One time for  
approximately  
30 minutes (for all  




One formal interview  
with Principal  
 




 Weekly newsletters 
Weekly parent letters 
School mission statement 
School website 
Local newspaper articles 
 
Qualitative Analysis 
To make sense of the data I gathered, I used qualitative analysis (Charmaz, 2000, 
2003, 2005). To analyze data I employed the process described by Glaser and Strauss 
(1967) as constant comparison of data. When discussing this approach, Strauss (1987) 
wrote: “it is a style of doing qualitative analysis that includes a number of distinct 
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features, such as . . . certain methodological guidelines, such as the making of constant 
comparisons and the use of a coding paradigm, to ensure conceptual development and 
density” (p. 5). The focus is on “organizing many ideas which have emerged from 
analysis of the data” [emphasis original] (p. 23).  
Coding. Charmaz (2000) writes of a “two-step data coding process” (p. 510). 
There are three types of codes as part of this two-step process: open codes, axial codes, 
and selective codes (Strauss, 1987). Open coding is the first step, that which is often done 
“line by line…to produce concepts that fit the data” (p. 28). At this stage, data are 
chunked and examined for commonalities and differences. Categories are developed. 
Axial coding, also part of open coding, “consists of intense analysis done around one 
category at a time…this results in cumulative knowledge about relationships between that 
category and other categories and sub-categories” (p. 32). In other words, categories are 
then further analyzed and reorganized when appropriate. Selective coding follows open 
coding, which is the second step in this process. In this step, core categories are selected 
and coding is done “systematically [emphasis original] and concertedly for the core 
category” (p. 33). Furthermore, “the analyst delimits coding to only those codes that 
relate to the core codes in sufficiently significant ways” (p. 33). At this point, then, the 
researcher decides which categories and codes best address the research questions and 
call for further analysis. 
Codes were developed from the data (Charmaz, 2000; Charmaz, 2003; Strauss, 
1987). Initial readings of interview data and fieldnotes revealed codes that I then 
compared across notes and transcripts. The process of coding can be powerful and should 
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begin during the collection phase as we, the researchers, “interact with and pose 
questions to” our data (Charmaz, 2003, p. 258). As Charmaz (2003) notes, “coding helps 
us gain a new perspective on our material and to focus further data collection, and may 
lead us in unforeseen directions” (p. 258). After putting the codes together, I sought 
trends or themes in the data. 
Afterwards, short analytic memos were written as extensions of fieldnotes and 
then codes re-visited to aid analysis (Charmaz, 2000; Charmaz, 2003; Strauss, 1987). 
Themes that blend codes together into larger ideas were gleaned from the data and 
memos. Memos helped with analysis. “Through memo writing, we elaborate processes, 
assumptions, and actions that are subsumed under our codes” (Charmaz, 2003, p. 261). 
Charmaz (2003) continues,  
…memo writing aids us in linking analytic interpretation with empirical reality. 
We bring raw data right into our memos so that we maintain those connections 
and examine them directly. Raw data from different sources provides the grist for 
making precise comparisons, fleshing out ideas, analyzing properties of 
categories, and seeing patterns. (pp. 261-262)  
Along with collecting data, developing codes, and writing memos, I also 
extensively reviewed existing literature in a number of fields, including writing research, 
SFL, educational change, teacher development, professional development, Catholic 
schools, and various dimensions of qualitative research. Doing so also influenced my 
perspective. As Ryan and Bernard (2000), drawing on Miles and Huberman (1994) note, 
96 
“researchers start with some general themes derived from reading the literature and add 
more themes and sub-themes as they go” (p. 781).  
This iterative process of reviewing literature, data collection, coding and 
subsequent memo-writing (Charmaz, 2003; Strauss, 1987) allowed me to pay attention to 
the nuances of the teachers’ experiences at St. E’s and link what happened in classrooms 
to a broader context of the partnership, student writing, and their willingness to 
incorporate SFL-informed instruction into their teaching.  
Framework for analysis. As noted at the close of Chapter 1 an iterative process 
of coding and analyzing data and reviewing extant literature led to the creation of an 
analytic frame I call, “A Framework for Unpacking Teachers’ Uptake of SFL-informed 
Instruction.”  
Furthermore, to generate the Framework for Unpacking Teachers’ Uptake of 
SFL-informed Instruction used for analysis I engaged in an iterative process of coding 
data from multiple sources. From data analysis five continua, and a number of related 
sub-dimensions, emerged as important in helping explain the degree to which teachers 
took up this new way of teaching writing/SFL-informed instruction brought to them 
through professional development. Additionally, though some sub-dimensions are closely 
related to others, nuances were key to analysis and attend to the complexity of the 
phenomenon of teachers’ responses to SFL-informed instruction. Some analytic 
dimensions overlapped with one another but each addressed a unique feature of the 
overarching dimension I sought to assess. I then developed a heuristic (see Figure 3.1.) to 
analyze the data for each teacher on each dimension.  
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A key argument of the study is that the shape of the degree to which these three 
teachers took up a new way of teaching writing is explained along a series of continua, 
consisting of the following five dimensions: 
1. Cultivation of caring relationships with students 
2. Recognition of the needs of ELs 
3. View of writing 
4. Commitment to professional growth 
5. Commitment to collaboration 
As each dimension is a continuum, some teachers were assigned positive values 
and others negative. In the tradition of the work done by Cochran-Smith, et al., (2012), I 
rated each teacher on a 5-point scale ranging from -2 to +2 on each dimension of the five 
continua based on their practice and beliefs about teaching as manifest through data 
analysis. To be more precise, I used fractions (.5) when they would best represent 
teachers’ practice. I then averaged the ratings on each of the sub-dimensions to get a 
score for each one of the five overarching dimensions. Scores on the left of the scale, 
from -2 to 0 represent teaching practice that has proven to be less effective, while those 
on the right, ranging from 0 to +2 are more conducive to student achievement (See 
Cochran-Smith, et. al, 2012). Using numerical values allowed me to quantify qualitative 
constructs.  Doing so proved invaluable in my efforts to meaningfully compare teachers’ 
experiences with SFL-informed instruction. Because Chloe, Sister, and Sean all had 
different experiences with SFL-infused PD, laying their practices and experiences out on 
these five continua and sixteen sub-dimensions enabled me to engage in cross-case 
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analysis (see Ayres, et al., 2003), which provided rich insights into the PD process and 
teachers’ uptake of SFL.     
The five continua and sixteen sub-dimensions derived from coding data and 
reviewing relevant literature in the fields of educational change, teaching writing, and 
working with English learners. I began by using open coding, assigning broad codes, like 
“use of SFL metalanguage,” “teacher/student interaction,” and “student/student 
interaction,” as I reviewed data sources, including fieldnotes and interview transcripts. 
After further analysis, I then collapsed certain codes. For example, “teacher/student 
interaction” and “student/student interaction” became part of a broader code I initially 
called, “Collaborative practices” which, as I further unpacked the data and compared the 
three teachers’ experiences, became the dimension of “Commitment to collaboration.” I 
then realized that collaboration was key on three levels: in the classroom, with 
colleagues, and with our university team, hence I added three sub-dimensions to the 
“Commitment to collaboration” continuum.  
Simultaneously, I reviewed extant literature in the fields of educational change, 
teaching writing and working with ELs. As such, I noted the importance of providing ELs 
with opportunities to interact and collaborate with both their peers and their teacher (see 
Cummins, 1996; Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2008; Gibbons, 2009; Lessow-Hurley, 1999; 
Richard-Amato, 1996; Verplaetse, 2008). The dimensions of the framework were, 
therefore, derived from both a process of data analysis and reviewing literature.  
Because I first analyzed Chloe’s case in-depth, her teaching served as a 
foundation for the development of the framework. She readily embraced various aspects 
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of SFL-informed instruction; I, therefore, had a good sense for the positive end of each 
continuum. This followed with an in-depth analysis of Sean’s teaching and his experience 
with teaching writing using SFL-informed instruction, which offered a juxtaposition to 
Chloe’s strong use of SFL. His resistance to SFL-informed PD served, therefore, as a 
model for how practices on the negative end of the spectrum might look.  
Continuum 1, “Cultivation of Caring Relationships with Students” is centered on 
a teacher’s relationship with students, which can enhance achievement (De Jesus and 
Antrop-Gonzalez, 2006; Antrop-Gonzalez and De Jesus, 2006; McQuillan, 1997; 
Noddings, 1992; Sizer, 1984; Stanton-Salazar, 2001; Valenzuela, 1999; Wolf, 2000). 
Practices at the lower end of this scale include those characteristic of the scholar 
academic ideology (Whitefield, 1971; Schiro, 2008) in which the teacher, who is seen as 
the primary holder of knowledge transfers that knowledge to students. Rather than 
creating close relationships with students, teachers at this end of the spectrum maintain a 
level of distance between them and their students. Adhering to a hierarchical model of 
power, they resist releasing control to students. In contrast, those at the higher end of this 
rating scale engage in learner-centered practices (Rugg & Shumaker, 1928), or those 
focused on the needs and interests of students, and believe knowledge is co-constructed 
in the classroom. They also seek to build caring, personalized relationships with students 
(See Noddings, 1992; Sizer, 1984, 1999) and empower students (Igoa, 1995; McQuillan, 
2005) while holding a more egalitarian view of control. 
Continuum 2, “Recognition of the Needs of ELs” addresses multiple dimensions 
of working with those learning English as a new language: pedagogical, academic 
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content, constructivist, and affective. Teachers on the far left end of this continuum do 
not engage in practices that support language development, including the use of the SFL-
informed teaching/learning cycle to scaffold students’ knowledge (Gibbons, 2009) and 
explicit teaching of grammar, and provide limited opportunities for students to develop 
their oral language skills. Additionally, teachers at this end of the spectrum rarely 
scaffold student learning, provide few supports, rendering the affective filter high (See 
Krashen, 1981) and limiting student risk taking in learning. An affective filter, or “mental 
block,” exists for students learning a new language when they are in an environment not 
conducive to learning (Krashen, 1981, p. 56). 
Teachers whose practice is located on the far right of this continuum, however, 
recognize the needs of ELs and regularly incorporate the phases of the TLC into their 
teaching which scaffolds students’ knowledge (Gibbons, 2003, 2009; Rothery, 1996). 
They emphasize language instruction in context (Christie & Derewianka, 2008; 
Derewianka, 1990, 1999) and provide multiple opportunities for students to develop oral 
language proficiency (Brisk, 2012; Gibbons, 2003, 2009). In these classrooms there is a 
supportive climate for writing with a low affective filter (Krashen, 1981) in which 
students trust one another and take risks in their learning. 
Continuum 3, “View of Writing” deals with multiple layers of a teachers’ 
perspective on teaching writing. Those positioned on the far left of the continuum do not 
engage in practices that support writing across the curriculum. They rarely, if ever, teach 
writing, as they do not see it as part of their teaching responsibility. Writing is tangential 
to their curriculum. It is an add-on, not an integral part of their practice and is only taught 
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in the context of writing-specific lessons.  Those on the far right of the continuum 
integrate writing across the content areas and see writing as a central and integral part of 
their curriculum, which has been proven to enhance writing achievement (Graham & 
Perin, 2007, 2007a; Newell, et al., 2007; The National Commission on Writing, 2003; 
NCTE, 2006). 
Centered on a teacher’s dedication to growing as an educator is Continuum 4, 
“Commitment to Professional Growth.” Those positioned at the far left of this scale 
minimally participate in weekly and monthly PD meetings, resist trying new pedagogical 
techniques and rarely use resources that have been shared. They rely extensively on 
textbooks, have a constrained view of knowledge, assuming the text contains all 
knowledge worthy of study, and they see curriculum as stagnate and fixed. Additionally 
such teachers resist ongoing learning opportunities and view learning as a finite process. 
On the contrary, those on the far right of this continuum eagerly participate in PD efforts, 
embrace the implementation of new pedagogical tools and practices, and view learning as 
a lifelong process, regularly engaging in learning opportunities. Teachers use multiple 
texts from multiple sources, rather than relying solely on a textbook and view curriculum 
as evolving and requiring ongoing scholarship. 
The final continuum, Continuum 5, “Commitment to Collaboration” proved 
important to all dimensions and emphasizes collaboration on three levels: in the 
classroom, with colleagues, and beyond the school. Those falling on the far left of this 
spectrum do not encourage collaborative learning and their students work largely 
independently. The teacher rarely collaborates with colleagues and/or regularly works in 
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isolation and resists building collaborative relationships with individuals and 
organizations outside of the school. On the opposite end of the continuum, however, are 
those who encourage students to work collaboratively with one another, which benefits 
ELs (Cummins, 1996; Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2008; Gibbons, 2009; Lessow-Hurley, 
1999; Richard-Amato, 1996) and they work collaboratively with students. They also 
collaborate with colleagues and embrace collaboration with individuals and organizations 
outside of the school. 
Figure 3.1 Framework for Unpacking Teachers’ Uptake of SFL-informed Instruction 
Continuum 1: CULTIVATION OF CARING 
RELATIONSHIPS WITH STUDENTS 
Teacher transfers knowledge to 
students; views students as 
passive recipients of 
knowledge (Freire, 1970). 




centered practices (Rugg & 
Shumaker, 1928); knowledge 
is co-constructed. 
Teacher keeps distance 
between him/her self and 
students. 
Personalized   Teacher creates personalized 
(Sizer, 1984), caring 
(Noddings, 1992) relationships 
with students. 
Teacher resists sharing power 
in the classroom. 
Hierarchical vs. Egalitarian 
Teacher shares power with 
students (McQuillan, 2005) 
 
Continuum 2: 
RECOGNITION OF THE NEEDS OF ENGLISH 
LEARNERS 
Teacher rarely uses phases of 




Teacher provides limited 
opportunities for students to 




Teacher regularly uses the 





Teacher encourages students’ 
development of oral language 
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skills. 




Academic Content Teacher regularly teaches 
language/grammar. 
 
Teacher provides few 







Teacher holds a constructivist 
view of learning, regularly 
scaffolding student learning 
(see Palincsar, 1998; 
Vygotsky, 1978). 
 
Affective filter is high 
(Krashen, 1981). 






Teacher creates a supportive 
climate. 
Teacher lowers affective filter 
(Krashen, 1981). 






VIEW OF WRITING 
 
Writing is not taught at all or 
taught in isolation, only in 
language arts class.  
Teacher does not see teaching 
writing as his/her 
responsibility. 
Writing across curriculum 
 Writing is taught across 
content areas. 
Teacher sees teaching 
writing as his/her 
responsibility. 
Writing is an “add-on;” writing 
is tangential to the curriculum. 
It is added to an existing 
curricular approach and only 
taught in specific contexts. 
 
Integrated vs. Add-on Writing is integrated 
throughout the 
curriculum; writing is 








Continuum 4: COMMITMENT TO PROFESSIONAL 
GROWTH 
Teacher minimally 
participates in PD meetings. 
 
Involvement in PD Teacher actively participates 
in PD meetings. 
 
Teacher resists trying new 
pedagogical techniques or 
curricular resources. 
Implementation of new 
pedagogical techniques/use 
of resources 
Teacher embraces use of new 
pedagogical techniques and 
curricular resources.  
 
Teacher over-relies on 
textbooks. Teacher has a 
constrained view of 








Teacher uses multiple texts; 
views curriculum as evolving 
and requiring ongoing 
scholarship. 
Teacher resists ongoing 
learning opportunities; views 
learning as a finite process. 
Teaching as lifelong learning Teacher views learning as a 
lifelong process, regularly 





Continuum 5: COMMITMENT TO COLLABORATION 
Teacher does not encourage 
collaborative learning among 
students and does not 
collaborate with them. 
Students generally work 
independently. 
 
Throughout the classroom 
Teacher encourages students 
to work collaboratively and 
regularly collaborates with 
them. 
Teacher rarely collaborates 
with colleagues and/or 
regularly works in isolation. 
With colleagues 
Teacher collaborates with 
colleagues. 
Teacher resists building 
collaborative relationships 
with individuals and 
organizations outside of the 
school. 
Beyond the school Teacher embraces 
collaboration with individuals 




Positionality of the Author 
It is important for me to acknowledge the lens, assumptions, and experiences I 
bring to the field as a researcher, a former caseworker, a former bilingual middle grades 
teacher, and a doctoral student. My worldview and the perspective through which I 
observed what happens in middle grade classrooms at St. Elizabeth was shaped by my 
personal and work experiences. My positionality as a white woman representing the 
university influenced my perspective as the author of this study. I attempted to report on 
the data while acknowledging the manner in which my lived experiences shape the 
perspective from which I work and report my findings. I also viewed the evolution of the 
teachers’ experiences with SFL as an insider; I have been involved in the professional 
development and data collection aspects of the project since its inception and have 
worked with teachers in other local schools on a similar project for three years. I also 
draw on my experiences presenting with colleagues at professional conferences regarding 
our SFL-informed work at other sites and have worked alongside teachers and university 
colleagues to create various rubrics, writing calendars, and other SFL-informed 
documents that can be used as pedagogical tools. I must also acknowledge that as a 
representative of the university and a student of the Principal Investigator of the larger 
literacy project, members of the school community may respond to me differently.  
I want to be attentive to how I am interpreting what is happening at St. E’s and 
not simply replicating what I have seen at previous research sites. While previous 
experiences with SFL can enrich the questions I ask and manner in which I analyze data, 
these experiences can present a potential bias. I, therefore, when possible checked with 
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university colleagues who also work at St. E’s about trends I observe. In addition, I 
journaled about my experiences with the teachers at St. E’s and examined the ways 
previous research may influence my interpretations. Member checks with participants to 
ask them if my interpretations and findings are accurate are another way to avoid 
potential bias and enrich my research validity.  
I believe strongly in teacher agency; that is, I value teachers as professionals and 
believe they can and should enact power in the course of their professional work to enrich 
their students’ experience. As noted earlier, I believe strongly in the value of teacher 
knowledge, that teachers bring a wealth of experiences and knowledge with them to their 
work. This assumption ran through various phases of my experiences with them: from 
how I introduced SFL into their classrooms to the ways I shared resources and 
communicated with them weekly to analysis of fieldnotes. Additionally, I anticipated that 
the pictures I portray of each teacher will differ. Each began in a different place and had 
different reactions to this SFL-informed literacy initiative. Rather than resisting these 
differences, I embraced them and attempt to describe their richness.   
As Eisenhart (2001) notes, it is critical that I recognize the lens through which I 
ask questions, gather, analyze, and report data, and form relationships with teachers, 
students, and administrators at St. E’s. I must be ever-cognizant of “how the 
ethnographer’s social position, cultural perspective, and political stance affect the 
research relationships he or she forms, and, in turn, how the research is done, what is 
learned, what is written, and what subsequent actions are taken” (p. 219). So as I 
conducted research, I asked, “Why do I see things the way I do?”  
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I must be cognizant of the fact that I bring with me a specific lens. As Fontana 
and Frey (2000) note, interviews, even those including specific protocols, are not neutral: 
“Interviewers are…seen as active participants in interactions with respondents, and 
interviews are seen as negotiated accomplishments of both interviewers and respondents 
that are shaped by the contexts and situations in which they take place” (p. 663). Though 
I designed my interview protocols, for example, in order to be sensitive to capturing 
teachers’ perspectives and experiences, I must realize that I have written the questions 
with a specific goal in mind, that being to answer my research questions and I analyzed 
them through a sociocultural lens. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: INTRODUCING SFL 
 
List of key participants: 
MEB: University professor, Partnership leader  
Kerry Cassidy – principal of St. E’s 
Sean Murphy – 6-8th grade history and math teacher 
Sister Agnes Pagano (Sister A) – 6-8th grade language arts and religion teacher 
Chloe Quinn – 6-8th grade language arts, math, and science teacher 
 




It was an early August morning. My colleagues (MEB, a professor in the 
curriculum and instruction department who is the Principal Investigator of the larger 
project of which my dissertation is a part and another doctoral student also working at St. 
E’s) and I gathered in a university classroom. We were awaiting the arrival of the staff 
from St. E’s who would join us for a full-day training in systemic functional linguistics 
(SFL) before the start of school in September. Our university team was partnering with 
middle grade teachers from St. E’s to bring an SFL-informed writing initiative to the 
school. We had met Kerry Cassidy, the principal, earlier in the summer. Her overall 
enthusiasm and support for the partnership were evident from the start. Even though we 
would only be working with teachers in grades 4-8 during the school year, Kerry wanted 
all staff to be exposed to the tenets of SFL and learn more about our partnership. She 
hoped that, over time, more teachers would become involved in bringing SFL to their 
classrooms and that eventually all students would be taught writing this way. By the time 
everyone arrived there were thirteen people present from St. E’s, including the principal, 
representatives from all grades (pre-school through grade eight), the guidance counselor, 
and the afterschool program coordinator.  
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Kerry, the two Sisters (Sister Agnes and Sister Marci), and Ana, the afterschool 
program director, arrived early and waited for their colleagues. I showed them the 
restrooms and invited them to get breakfast, which was set up in the hallway—coffee, 
pastries, fresh fruit, yogurt, juice, and tea. The Sisters thanked me profusely for the food.  
A few teachers and the guidance counselor arrived late. After a number of phone 
calls to Kerry and some help from passersby, they found the School of Education on 
campus. I ran to the hallway on the second floor to greet them. They seemed flustered as 
they made their way towards the classroom, saying how they had taken the wrong exit off 
the turnpike. Once they got breakfast and settled in—they each carried tote bags of 
varying sizes—MEB welcomed them. Sue, an early grade teacher, was concerned about a 
potential parking ticket. MEB and I assured her that this week security would likely be 
lax as it was move-in time for undergraduates. Nonetheless, she insisted on moving her 
car because she “could not get a ticket—not for $75.” Sue’s attitude from the start was a 
reminder that teachers are busy and might be hesitant about working with the university 
team. Teachers might be wary of university staff presenting ideas that they may see as an 
addition to their already full schedule.  
When we finally began the session, almost an hour late, MEB introduced herself, 
my colleague, and me and asked participants to do an introductory activity, which 
included the following instructions: 
• Take one of the texts [either one they brought with them or that we provided.] 
• Talk to the person next to you [as you look at the text]. 
• Together, decide on one thing that you could teach to students from this text. 
• Write it on a post-it note and place it on top of the text. 
 
110 
Some brought their own books. Sean, a history teacher, came in just before the teachers 
who had gotten lost. Someone brought his history and math texts for him. Others brought 
bags of books they use – mostly textbooks. MEB would return to this activity later at 
which point she would ask teachers to “[D]ecide on one thing [the teachers] could teach 
to students from this text based on one of the things [aspects of SFL-informed 
instruction] we talked about today.” They would compare what they rote in the morning 
with what they wrote after learning about SFL.  
MEB then showed a photograph featuring her and M.A.K. Halliday, whose work 
in functional grammar is the foundation of SFL, side by side at a research conference. 
She joked that learning SFL, which can be quite difficult, is delaying her onset of 
Alzheimer’s. Most people seemed to laugh, including me. Sister Marci’s laughter was 
loudest. I have heard MEB make this comment before, as a way to acknowledge that the 
nuances of SFL can be difficult to grasp, even for her, and she has been studying it for a 
number of years. With this comment, MEB offered a gesture of respect and reassurance 
to teachers. She followed this photo with a discussion of genre, or text purpose, which is 
foundational to SFL theory. 
MEB continued to introduce SFL theory, trying to make it palatable and practical 
for the staff by offering both theoretical insights and teaching tips. Years of experience 
sharing SFL with teachers gave her insight into how to combine both theory and practice 
in her PD efforts. She gave definitions from SFL texts but also set these definitions in 
context for teachers by asking them to relate the theoretical concepts to their practice. For 
example, when explaining that genre is fundamental to SFL, she shared the following 
111 
definition: “[Genres are] comparable texts which achieve the same general social 
purpose, and which therefore draw on the same relatively stable structural pattern” (Butt 
et al, 2000, p. 214). Hoping to make the theory more comprehensible, she also asked 
teachers to engage in an activity.  
She told them to consider the topic of “fruit.” Their instructions were to “think of 
texts that you could write about for different purposes [related to fruit.]” Her goal was to 
try to get examples with the four main text-purposes in SFL to arise spontaneously: tell a 
story, give instructions, organize information, and persuade. She offered the following 
example: “You could write a report on the local summer fruits in Massachusetts.  The 
purpose is to organize information.” Then she elicited other responses. 
Chloe shared: “Creative writing, pretend you are a fruit,” to which MEB 
responded, “In SFL, that is called an imaginative recount.” In SFL a recount is a family 
of genres which tell a story, including personal (where the writer tells about something 
that happened to him/her), procedural/factual (telling how something was done, e.g., how 
a math problem was solved), and imaginative (where the author writes from the 
perspective of another). Two early grades teachers said students could write “[a] report 
on their favorite fruit, [which would be] description,” or “[to make it] persuasive—[they 
could] say why it is their favorite.” Sue said, “Poetry,” to which MEB responded, “In the 
literary world, poem is a genre, but in SFL it is a medium.” Sue, who seemed confused 
by MEB’s reply questioned, “So it’s too broad?” 
Intending to explain what a medium is in SFL, MEB replied, “A poem is like a 
book or a PowerPoint in this theory.” Kerry, the principal, was also learning the theory 
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that would undergird the writing initiative and demonstrated an understanding of what 
MEB said. She offered, “So a letter would be [a medium] too. [Genre] is more about the 
purpose.” MEB reminded them, “Yes, genre has to do with purpose.” MEB mentioned 
the influence of culture on writing and how “cultures develop a way of writing that has 
patterns—each one is called a genre.” In SFL the four basic purposes for writing 
encompass different genres: 1) Story telling includes the genres of recounts, fictional 
narratives, and historical accounts; 2) Giving instructions involves procedures; 3) 
Organizing information consists of reports and explanations; and 4) Persuading 
encompasses the following genres: exposition, discussion, and argument (Derewianka, 
1990; Martin & Rose, 2008). She briefly discussed each of the genres commonly found in 
schools (See Figure 4.1.) 
Figure 4.1 Genres of School  
 
I. Story Telling 
• Recount (personal, imaginative) 
• Procedural recount (science, math)               
• Fictional narrative 
• Historical recount  
• Historical account 
II. Giving Instructions 
• Procedure (science, math) 
III. Organizing Information 
• Report  (scientific, social science, research report)     
• Explanation (scientific, historical) 
IV. Persuading            
• Exposition (persuading by offering one side of an argument) 
• Discussion (exploring multiple sides of an argument) 
• Historical, scientific argument 
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In showing them a slide containing this information, MEB wanted teachers to understand 
that there are multiple purposes for writing and that writing can occur across subject 
matter, not just in language arts class.  
At this point, we gave participants the Teachers’ Manual, an SFL-themed binder 
of teacher resources. Our university team spent three years creating this book, which 
includes sample lesson plans, writing rubrics, and overviews of, and key language 
features for, each genre. Lists of mentor texts (examples of each genre) are also included 
and cut across such content areas as math, science, and history.  
Reading Texts as Writers 
After her introductory remarks, MEB shifted discussion to the link between 
reading and writing, commenting on teachers’ predilection to use mentor texts (those 
serving as model texts in specific genres) to have students respond to them not to 
demonstrate language features or encourage reading through the lens of a writer. Many 
teachers, she noted, use mentor texts solely as read alouds, wherein students respond to 
literature instead of learning to unpack the text as a writer. In SFL-informed instruction, 
teachers are encouraged to share texts as models of writing.  
AS MEB went through her PowerPoint presentation, many teachers, including 
Sister Agnes, took notes. While some were hesitant to participate, the first grade teacher 
and Chloe were the most vocal. (Both Sister Agnes, Sean, and Chloe appear in case 





Next, MEB talked about the various stages of genres, or text structure. She led 
teachers through a discussion of an orientation (or lead-in/opening) of a recount and how 
there can be many different styles of orientations: “An orientation includes information 
about the who, the where, the when, and the what.” MEB, then offered some ideas: “Who: 
I, my brother; When: Early in the morning; Where: Outside the house; What: Going 
sledding.” She stated that writers can use that information in multiple ways in their 
orientation. To demonstrate, she shared three examples: 
1.) Early in the morning my brother and I went outside the house...  
2.) “Wake up, wake up” I shook my brother. “It’s snowing.”  
3.) We raced faster and faster down the hill, completely out of control! 
After reading them aloud, MEB remarked, “The first is more traditional with the who, 
where, and when. [The second] is dialogue. The third starts with an event and then [goes] 
back to who, where, and when.” She also mentioned using mentor texts to get ideas about 
style and then having students write three orientations with differing styles (like the ones 
she read aloud.) As part of this classroom activity, students read aloud their three 
orientations to their peers who vote on the one they like best. Teachers responded well to 
this idea and MEB said, “I learned from the teachers, so don’t give me any credit.” She 
got laughter.  
Weaving SFL into Practice 
A while later, hoping to help teachers realize they can incorporate SFL into 
existing classroom routines, rather than asking them to embrace a completely new 
115 
pedagogy, MEB handed out a matrix that asked teachers to identify the genres they 
already teach. Teachers were given time to complete the charts. After doing so, the first 
grade teacher, for example, shared, “Instructions – making an apple pie which can be a 
procedure or a procedural recount.”  
The teaching/learning cycle (TLC). At this point, MEB introduced an important 
teaching tool in SFL-informed instruction, the teaching/learning cycle (TLC) (see Butt, et 
al., 2000; Derewianka, 1998; Rothery, 1996; Martin, 2009), which has four phases: 
negotiating field, deconstruction, joint construction, and independent construction of text. 
The phases of this teaching/learning cycle often overlap and movement through them is 
often iterative. Negotiating field entails learning about the genre, its purpose, and 
developing knowledge about the topic of study (also called field in SFL). MEB 
highlighted the importance of this phase, saying, “In order to write, you have to know 
what you are going to write about.”  
Deconstruction, the subsequent phase, consists of experience with published texts, 
which are read for how they are written and organized, giving students the opportunity to 
read as writers. That is, they are not reading so much for content or impact; they are 
reading to analyze how the writer constructed this text.	  The teacher reads aloud and 
discusses various aspects of these texts based on what aspect of the genre of study he/she 
wishes to emphasize. For example, if focusing on verb tense in recounts, he/she will 
emphasize the verbs the author chooses and the form he/she employs. Recounts are 
generally told in the past tense. In regard to deconstruction, MEB told the teachers, who 
at this point looked more relaxed and were nodding as she spoke, “Start with those [texts] 
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with good writing. Use mentor texts that are examples of good writing.” She added that 
they might want to “[t]ake a mentor text and do an ‘adjective hunt’” wherein students 
search for the sorts of words published authors use to describe various types of nouns. 
Following deconstruction is the joint construction stage in which teacher and 
students co-construct text. In this phase teachers serve as a guide, asking questions to 
help students realize the types of information they need to include in texts and model 
movement from oral to written language (Rothery, 1996), doing so by taking ideas 
students share orally and putting them into written form. As MEB explained: “[Write] 
with them. Teach academic vocabulary. Use ideas from the kids and give them the 
academic vocabulary [to express those ideas in writing].”  
Though younger students or ELs newly arrived to the US may continue working 
on joint construction, after joint construction many students then attempt independent 
construction of text, composing their own writing while continuing to conference with 
the teacher and peers. This is academic writing not something they do in everyday life. 
Hence, it is necessary to offer students many examples of how others write, through 
deconstruction, and how they can create comparable texts through joint construction 
before asking them to write independently (Brisk, PowerPoint Presentation, August 30, 
2011; Derewianka, 1990; Rothery, 1996). (See.) 




Phases of the TLC in action. As we wanted to emphasize its importance, MEB 
spent considerable time introducing and practicing elements of the TLC with teachers. 
After introducing various types of recounts, MEB had teachers deconstruct some: 
Working in pairs, take two books. [My colleague and I went around the room 
distributing sample recounts we gathered from the library.] [For each book] 1. 
Identify what type of recount it is. 2. Look at the orientation, define the style of 
orientation the author used. 3. List the verbs you find on one page. A) What type 
of verbs [saying, sensing, or doing] are they? B) What tense are they?  
 
Before teachers began working, MEB stressed the importance of having students 
deconstruct mentor texts, looking at particular types of language authors use in order to 
help build their academic vocabulary: “We tell them, ‘Use your own words,’ but we will 
never get them to learn academic language [if they are always trying to put ideas into 
their own words.]” She continued, “They have to start stealing words from books! Then, 







Negotiating the field 












might be particularly troublesome for English learners, such as “the irregular past tense 
like ‘bought’ and ‘taught’.”  
To help them learn about and practice joint construction MEB next suggested, 
“Let’s write a report on the genre demands at your school.” Previously, she talked about 
the text structure of reports: that they consist of  “a general statement, various sub-topics, 
and an optional concluding statement.” She directed? teachers to “help kids decide on 
sub-topics and their order.”  
In grade level groups, teachers discussed the types of writing they taught. They 
shared their ideas aloud, saying that students write in the following genres: “personal 
narrative, procedure, procedural recount, exposition, discussion, fictional narrative, 
report, news stories, and explanations.” To help teachers write this report on “genres 
taught at St. E’s,” my fellow doctoral student served as scribe, adding all of the genres to 
a piece of chart paper. It was our intent to help teachers realize that much of what we 
asked them to do with SFL are practices they might already be doing in their classrooms. 
I handed out copies of graphic organizers used to write reports and asked the teachers 
how we should proceed. (See Figure 4.3.) Using the language of SFL I asked, “What 
should be our general statement? What would be the sub-topics?”  Two teachers working 
collaboratively offered the following opening sentence to their sample report: “At St. 
Rose we use different genres for writing.” Another teacher recommended that the sub-
topics be the varying grade level groups. She said, “One for pre-K/K, first-third [grades], 
fourth-fifth, and sixth-eighth,” indicating a clear understanding of this aspect of SFL. 
Insufficient time remained for teachers to finish their report. Before moving to the next 
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set of slides, however, MEB mentioned not wanting to replace what teachers are already 
doing but for SFL-informed instruction to enhance their current teaching practices. In 
seeming agreement, several teachers nodded.  
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Figure 4.3 Report Graphic Organizer Graphic	  Organizer	  #2:	  Organizing	  information	  phase 	  (The	  graphic	  organizer	  that	  you	  give	  the	  students	  or	  put	  up	  on	  chart	  paper	  wouldn’t	  have	  the	  things	  in	  
italics.	  For	  Each	  rectangle	  in	  this	  GO	  prepare	  a	  sheet	  of	  a	  different	  color	  for	  students	  to	  write	  out	  the	  
ideas	  in	  the	  GO)	  



















General	  Statement	  	  
(a	  definition,	  or	  particular	  topic	  For	  example,	  There	  are	  many	  poisonous	  
snakes	  in	  the	  American	  southwest)	  
Subtopic	  1	  





and	  in	  the	  order	  
that	  was	  decided	  
during	  the	  
brainstorming	  





Summarizing	  Comment	  (Optional)	  Rounding	  off	  with	  a	  general	  statement.	  For	  example,	  
“Although	  poisonous	  snakes	  can	  cause	  painful	  and	  even	  fatal	  bites,	  they	  play	  an	  important	  




To introduce another key SFL concept, register, MEB asked participants to get 
into three groups and write a letter to one the following three audiences:  
• To a friend telling her/him what you did during the summer 
• To a colleague explaining how to organize the classroom for writers’ workshop 
• To your principal asking to purchase more books 
 
MEB, my colleague, and I circulated around the room, helping group members with the 
task. After they wrote their respective letters on chart paper and posted them on the 
chalkboard, one member from each group read theirs aloud. We then asked about 
differences they noted in each letter. When analyzing these differences, one teacher 
shared: “Yours was more formal; yours was to instruct; yours was to persuade.” And 
when I asked teachers to look at differences in the closing, one noted a group included, 
“Respectfully yours,” in their letter because they wrote to their principal, a more formal 
audience.  
Building on the idea of tenor and audience, MEB shared a summary slide focused 
on register in SFL. (See Figure 4.4). She introduced the idea that in SFL register consists 
of three elements: field (the topic of the text), tenor (the relationship between the 
speaker/writer and the audience) and mode (the means through which language is 
presented – e.g. spoken, written, or multi-modal). Next, MEB presented the following 
quote: 
…texts vary according to their genre (purpose) and their register (tenor, field, and 
mode). The genre will determine the overall structuring of the text and the register 
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will determine the language patterns found within the text. (Derewianka, 1990, p. 
22) 
After reading it, she asked teachers to relate this idea of register to the letters they wrote 
and think about the following: “What was the purpose of your letters? How was the 
language [in each] different?” MEB remarked about tenor: “[You can choose to be] cute 
or authoritative [with your language choices]” and told teachers, “You use language to 
get what you want, to get through to your audience in ways you want.”  
Figure 4.4 Register in SFL 
 
 
Planning with SFL  
After a short lunch break, we asked teachers to think about how to apply SFL 

























their current teaching. We asked teachers to develop a writing calendar for the school 
year, discuss genres they might study across grade levels and content areas, and plan their 
first genre for the upcoming school year.  Teachers worked in grade level teams while 
doing so, and university staff visited the groups to offer support. My colleague and I 
prepared two sheets of large chart paper beforehand, one for K-3 and one for 4-8. Each 
grade level was written on one axis, while the other was labeled with content areas 
(English language arts [ELA], math, history, science, and religion). We handed each 
teacher a few Post-It notes and asked them to write the name of each genre they would 
teach on a separate note. They then posted their ideas on the respective boxes for grade 
level and content area. Teachers shared aloud their ideas, as I used them to write a draft 
of the school writing calendar on chart paper, paying particular attention to the genres 
they would teach first. Chloe said she would focus on an imaginative recount with her 
sixth grade ELA class, while Sean wanted to begin with the historical account with 
seventh grade history, and Sister Agnes hoped to do a news story with her seventh grade 
in ELA. I later put all of the information into a Word document to share with St. E’s staff. 
(See Appendix D.)  
Before closing, Sue, the early grades teacher who had gotten lost driving to 
campus, offered a telling remark about the terms MEB used: “I think I am not alone. I 
don't think I am the only one. We are getting confused with the language.” Her tone was 
strong, forceful and an apt reminder of the importance of making SFL accessible for 
teachers new to the theory, beyond introducing them to the key terms of SFL 
metalanguage. (Fieldnotes, August 30, 2011) 
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Analysis. MEB spent a large part of our morning session with the teachers 
introducing the key concepts in SFL, such as genre, which is based on text purpose—
trying to draw upon their existing ideas as a way to generate this understanding. She 
wanted staff to learn the language of SFL and used key terms, like medium with them but 
she also wanted teachers to know how to use these ideas in their classrooms. She, 
therefore, made it a point to have them engage in activities like brainstorming a list of 
assignments they could give about the topic of fruit.  
One of our PD goals from the beginning was to help teachers realize that teaching 
writing is every teacher’s responsibility. We, therefore, included lists of mentor texts 
from content areas such as science and history in our Teachers’ Manual and MEB spent a 
considerable time introducing the SFL genres that can be used to write in varied content 
areas. To emphasize this point, MEB cautioned teachers about the overemphasis, 
particularly in early grades, on writing personal recounts or “creative writing”: “Don’t 
call everything kids write a story because then they only write stories.” Students, in line 
with SFL-informed teaching, should learn to write for multiple purposes, across genres 
and across content areas. For instance, they may write historical recounts about a 
president, procedures of how to add fractions, or explanations of how magnets work.  
Throughout the series of PowerPoint slides on text structure, I noticed MEB 
establishing trust and respecting the teachers, putting forth the idea that she, though very 
knowledgeable in SFL theory, learns from teachers about what works in their classrooms. 
Comments such as, “I learned this from the teachers, so don’t give me any credit” are part 
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of her effort to validate teachers’ knowledge. As I elaborate later, this was key to MEB’s 
work at St. E’s.  
The TLC is often an entry point into SFL-informed instruction for teachers, as it 
combines theory with practice and highlights what to do in the classroom. Our university 
team, therefore, emphasized its use when we began working with St. E’s teachers. 
Developing a metalanguage, that of SFL, represents an essential component of the 
teaching/learning cycle. We deemed it important, therefore, to use SFL language 
throughout the Summer Institute and shared phrases like negotiating field, 
deconstruction, joint construction, genre, and orientation with the teachers.  
By asking teachers to engage in activities that are foundations of SFL-informed 
instruction, such as deconstructing sample recounts or the joint construction of a report 
on genres they teach, our goals were two-fold: to introduce teachers to key SFL concepts 
and to allow them to experience various teaching methods that constitute SFL-informed 
instruction. We hoped teachers would, then, see how they align with their present 
practices and be more apt to use the techniques with their students.  
By deconstructing mentor texts from the recount genre, we wanted teachers to see 
that students can pull language from these books and learn how authors choose language 
in their writing. When deconstructing text with students, teachers can emphasize that 
language is not about rules but choices – choices that are based on factors such as 
audience and text purpose. An author chooses a particular verb or describes a character in 
a certain way for a reason – e.g., to give precise instructions or appeal to his/her audience. 
Students, when engaging in the phases of the teaching/learning cycle, learn to make these 
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choices for themselves. MEB mentioned the idea of “get[ting] warmed up in the genre.” 
Reading aloud and discussing mentor texts can serve this purpose by revealing what is 
expected in a given genre. And students can learn these facets before they are asked to 
write independently.  
Similarly, the report-writing activity outlined above sought to help teachers think 
about genres they already teach, how to incorporate SFL into what they already do, and 
demonstrate the idea of joint construction. Teachers serve as a scribe, teaching academic 
language or content area vocabulary, by taking ideas students share and giving them the 
academic vocabulary to express those ideas. For example, if a teacher and students are 
recounting how to solve a multiplication problem and a student shares, “Next, I got the 
answer,” the teacher can introduce the word “product” as being the academic term. 
By having teachers write letters for different audiences, teachers made choices 
about what to include based on a series of factors, including to whom they were writing, 
their audience. Teachers began using the language of SFL and were thinking about text 
purpose as evidenced in the comment during the writing activity: “yours was to instruct; 
yours was to persuade.” And others, like Chloe and the fourth grade teacher, wanting to 
better understand the theory, asked for extra handouts to supplement their Teachers’ 
Manual. The hands-on activities, such as letter writing, exposed teachers to SFL 
terminology and engaged them in learning about SFL.  
Summary of Summer Institute Events   
The excerpts from my fieldnotes above represent the teachers’ introduction to 
SFL. All three teachers who participated in this study—Chloe, Sean, and Sister Agnes—
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attended this full-day training and received an SFL-themed Teachers’ Manual, a hand-out 
about register, instruction in SFL from MEB, and had the opportunity to engage with 
SFL theory throughout the day by working with peers on activities highlighted above. 
MEB spent much time introducing teachers to various types of genres, or text purposes, 
related to SFL and the importance of teaching students to read texts through the lens of 
writers as they engage in activities, such as “adjective hunts.” To learn about the 
teaching/learning cycle, teachers deconstructed mentor texts from the recount genre and 
jointly constructed a report about the genre demands at St. E’s. Teachers learned about 
register by writing letters to different audiences. They also had the chance to plan their 
first SFL genre unit with help from their peers and the university team.  
While many teachers laughed at MEB’s jokes and took notes during the Summer 
Institute while MEB emphasized the importance of blending tenets of SFL-informed 
instruction into their current teaching practices, Sue’s comment—“I think I am not 
alone…We are getting confused with the language”—is a reminder of potential resistance 
and uncertainty. In essence, the Summer Institute was a microcosm of what would be the 
teachers’ experience with SFL-informed instruction during the year: some teachers 
arrived early with their books in hand, eager to learn, grateful for the meals and materials 
we provided, while others got lost en route, were hesitant to participate in activities, and 
perhaps saw the PD as something unnecessary and intrusive. In any case, it required 
additional time and effort. Chloe was an eager participant; she was vocal and brought a 
number of resources she planned to use in her class to teach writing. Though quiet during 
whole-group discussions, Sister was one of the first to arrive, took notes throughout, and 
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thanked my colleagues and me profusely for hosting her and her colleagues on campus. 
Sean arrived late, hesitantly participated in activities, and had someone bring his history 
textbooks (to be used for planning his first genre unit) to the meeting for him. 
Though part of the PD described below, I present a description and analysis of the 
Summer Institute first as it provides a picture of teachers’ initial exposure to SFL-
informed genre based instruction and a basis for the various forms of PD that would 
follow.  
Overview of PD provided by doctoral students and MEB 
PD Strategies 
The research outlined in this study derives from a larger project that aimed “[t]o 
establish and implement an ELL Writing/Reading Program at St. Elizabeth School to 
prepare teachers to provide writing instruction [for grades] 4-8 across content areas and 
to support them with their instruction” (Project summary, n.d.). Specific project goals 
included the following: 
• Introduce all teachers to the essential tenets of SFL that best support this approach 
to writing instruction 
• Collaboratively develop a writing calendar for the school across the grade levels 
and content areas 
• Develop and implement genre-based units (minimum of two per grade level) 
• Continue to develop materials that will support sustainability 
• Investigate the impact on writing instruction and student learning (Project outline, 
n.d.) 
 
Additionally, multiple types of PD related to SFL-informed instruction took place 
during that school year: the aforementioned, day-long Summer Institute; monthly 
meetings led by MEB and attended by teachers in grades 4-8 and Kerry, the principal; 
and weekly meetings with teachers led by my colleague and me during their planning 
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time to discuss teaching applications of SFL theory and review student work. In addition, 
a fellow doctoral student and I observed classroom writing instruction weekly and often 
offered feedback and/or assisted during SFL-inspired lessons.  
Strategies used to present content during the Summer Institute and monthly 
meetings included: 
• Deconstructing mentor texts and applying to instruction with respect to genre 
types, genre structure, and language features 
• Creating texts with different purposes but a common topic 
• Writing three letters for different audiences and purposes 
• Reflecting on their own use of SFL-related instruction 
• Jointly constructing reports 
• Analyzing student texts for language features and student voice 
• Defining current genre instruction in the school 
• Using a generic rubric to look at student texts.  (Final Report, June, 2012, p. 3)  
During weekly meetings and in-class observations, my colleague and I used the following 
strategies with teachers: 
• Discussing how class lessons were conducted 
• Sharing of SFL-based resources such as mentor texts and graphic organizers 
• Using SFL-informed rubrics to analyze student work 
• Planning genre units using unit planners from the binder 
• Discussing functional ways to teach language [meaning teaching grammar in 
context] 
• Discussing how to implement the Teaching & Learning Cycle (TLC) (Final 
Report, June 2012, p. 4).  
(For a complete list of topics and strategies shared with teachers through various 
professional development forums throughout the school year, see Appendix E.) 
In this chapter I provide an overview of what all teachers experienced; in the 
chapters that follow I delve into case studies of three teachers’ experiences with SFL-
informed genre based PD.  
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PD from MEB 
Monthly PD meetings. Another forum through which St. E’s teachers learned 
about systemic functional linguistics were monthly professional development meetings 
with MEB. She met with teachers in grades 4-8 and Kerry for approximately two and a 
half hours in the afternoon on the first Friday of each month. Hoping to make this 
professional development most useful for St. E’s faculty, she brought materials and ideas 
that related to what teachers told her they would be doing in their classrooms. Topics 
covered over the year ranged from key elements of an orientation in a personal recount, 
to the importance of joint construction by students, to noun groups and how the types of 
participants in a text vary within genres. Below, I highlight the aims of the larger project 
of which this study is a part and excerpts from MEB’s first few afternoon meetings, as 
they are representative of what meetings entailed and helped lay the foundation for 
teachers’ experiences with SFL at the beginning of the school year.  
To uncover key elements of the PD provided by MEB, I analyzed PowerPoint 
presentations and transcriptions of the Summer Institute and monthly PD meetings, in 
addition to meeting notes from weekly university team meetings. MEB, a fellow doctoral 
student and I met each week to discuss what was happening during writing instruction at 
St. Elizabeth’s and plan future PDs. The overarching theme of respect emerged from the 
work MEB did with teachers in both the Summer Institute and monthly PD meetings. 
Much of her work with teachers was centered on respect: she valued teachers’ knowledge 
and told them so when an opportunity arose; she met teachers “where they were” rather 
than expecting them to all be enthusiastic about SFL; she put a lot of time into planning 
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her PDs; she created a welcoming environment for teachers; and she helped them see 
how they could integrate SFL with their existing practices. 
Respecting teachers by building on teacher knowledge. A key element that ran 
through MEB’s PD work was the importance of valuing teachers’ knowledge (see 
Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Cochran-Smith & Lytle 2009; Lieberman, 1995; 
Richardson & Hamilton, 1994; Richardson & Anders, 1994; Richardson, 1994). 
Regularly, she told teachers she respects what they do in their classrooms and that writing 
with SFL can be blended into their existing curriculum and practices. As previously 
noted, during the Summer Institute when sharing a creative example as to how one might 
apply SFL to the classroom, MEB told teachers: “I learned from the teachers, so don’t 
give me any credit.” She helped to integrate SFL into teachers’ curriculum in many ways. 
She analyzed student work from the teachers’ classrooms during PDs. She planned 
monthly meetings around genres teachers were teaching, she asked my colleague and me 
what teachers were doing before each PD session, and she spoke directly to teachers 
about the importance of seeing SFL-informed instruction as something to be integrated 
into their current teaching practices – not as something extra to squeeze into their 
instruction. 
In addition to planning with teachers at the Summer Institute, at her first monthly 
PD meeting with teachers in grades 4-8, MEB stressed making SFL theory relevant to 
what teachers were already doing in their classrooms during writing instruction. At one 
point she asked: “So if you think about what genres are you working into next week or in 
the future and what things we have been talking or thinking about today, what could you 
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apply to your kids?” (PD Meeting, October 7, 2011). At this point an interesting 
conversation ensued about teaching grammar. Prior to bringing SFL-informed instruction 
to St. E’s, teachers used an old grammar book to teach grammar skills in isolation. 
Instead of looking at a sample report to see what sorts of sentences published authors use 
when writing a report, for example, teachers would introduce sentence types out of 
context and ask students to classify sentences from exercises in their textbooks. This 
concerned one teacher: “I guess I have to try to work backwards. . . . Because for 23 
years, I’ve been teaching grammar. Now, they’re telling me I have to teach a type of 
writing and then add grammar to it.” MEB responded:  
But you shouldn’t complain about that because you know [grammar]! If you went 
to my [graduate level education class at the university] and told my kids in my 
class to find a noun, they would look at you like you came from Mars. You should 
be grateful that you have the knowledge and the kids should be grateful that 
you’re giving it and all. And what I’m saying is combine [grammar instruction] 
with [teaching] the genre because that’s where it makes the difference. . . . But at 
least you know what to teach them. I struggle with my students and many of the 
teachers in public schools. They don’t know the first thing about language and 
grammar. So you’re fortunate.  
 
Continuing, MEB alluded to how grammar in SFL is functional—meaning it is taught for 
its use in context:  
The thing is that I went to a school that taught grammar . . . but they didn’t tell me 
the function of it. So why do you want to put adjectives around a noun? Because 
you need to be more specific. In a report, you have to be more specific. You have 
to say what kind of snake, the size, the number of snakes, all of this. So SFL is 
telling you, you do this because it has a function. So when the kids understand 
that [grammar] has a function, then they’re more ready [to use it] and want to use 
it and learn it. But I don’t have to tell you what an adjective is, so it’s wonderful 
to work with you guys. When I talk about these things in other schools or in my 
classes, they look at me and gasp. You have no idea how much practice I have to 
do with this stuff. So I’m catching up with what they never got in school. So the 
question is how you incorporate and how you give the kids a function. When you 
teach adverbs, why do you teach adverbs? Because when I say come, I need 
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when, and why, and where. Then you say, “I came quickly, I came in the 
morning, I came with my brother.” So you’re saying things about that verb “to 
come.” That’s what adverbs do. They tell you a lot more about the verb. . . . So, 
you shouldn’t complain. You should be grateful. . . . As long as you tell the kids 
why and what the function is and why they’re doing [studying language]. (PD 
Meeting, October 7, 2011) 
 
Here, MEB introduced a fundamental aspect of SFL: teaching students how to “use” 
language. With SFL-informed instruction you do not simply teach students about 
language; the goal is to teach them how to make specific choices with language based on 
factors such as the purpose of their writing (their genre) and their audience. Rather than 
using decontextualized grammar exercises from a textbook, for example, using SFL-
informed instruction, teachers are encouraged to teach language through its use in mentor 
texts. They might, for instance, examine a text for an author’s use of adjectives or 
adverbs. In essence, grammar is taught in context for its practical value. 
In addition to monthly meetings, MEB regularly made herself available to 
teachers over email and often sent special materials to St. E’s for specific teachers based 
on questions that arose during monthly meetings:  
You have questions? You have Christina and [another graduate student/university 
colleague] all the time, but you can always email me and I tape [record these 
monthly PD meetings] so that [Christina and university colleague] know what I 
talk about. The attitude that one has to have is that it doesn’t matter if I give just a 
little [of SFL] to the kids. It’s better than nothing. And as you get familiar and 
comfortable, give more [SFL instruction]. It’s the same way when I [MEB] 
started this six years ago. I didn’t give the teachers all the [information about the 
theory and teaching resources] I’m giving you because I was still finding my way 
through all this theory. But whatever little I gave them, it made their teaching of 
writing better. 
 
Again, MEB reinforced the idea of teachers starting where they are and not 
overwhelming them by asking them to teach multiple new genres in multiple new ways. 
 	  
134 
MEB wanted teachers to slowly incorporate tenets of SFL-informed instruction into their 
existing lessons to make them more comfortable. Upon hearing this, one teacher 
exclaimed: “I was all nervous for nothing. I thought you were going to tell me I can’t 
teach [grammar]….I was freaking out.” To this, MEB responded: 
I have high respect for what teachers do. They are amazing people and they are 
very smart. They certainly know more than I do about many things.  
 
Building trust with the teachers was a key part of her valuing their knowledge and ran 
through her professional development meetings. MEB spoke about how she finds SFL 
theory to be useful for classroom teachers because they can incorporate it into their 
current teaching practices, thereby implying she values the work teachers do. She 
remarked: 
All I want to do is share this theory [SFL] because I think it’s really helpful. From 
what I’ve seen from the experience of working with schools [from bringing SFL 
to elementary schools in the area] and from the [graduate students enrolled in a 
teaching writing course based on SFL] students, my students have finally gotten 
around to liking it [SFL] because now they know what to teach. Before, they were 
told [with a popular writing program], “You do a mini-lesson. You let the kids 
write. And you share.” Mini-lesson of what? You know? They didn’t know what 
[to teach in their mini-lessons]. But now I like to share this theory [SFL] to use 
your knowledge and your experience and blend it in and take some of the 
essential principles [of SFL like purpose and audience]. (PD Meeting, October 7, 
2011) 
 
MEB has six years experience working with elementary teachers regarding SFL 
instruction; she does this at local schools and in a graduate course for pre-service or 
early-career teachers. Prior to using SFL, a number of schools in local districts taught 
writing with a program that emphasizes personal experiences and developing those 
experiences into narratives, rather than emphasizing the use of language, like SFL. MEB 
commented that, with this other program, teachers were told to “do a mini-lesson” but 
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they were not given specific ideas about what to teach during those lessons. With SFL, 
however, teachers teach specific aspects of language related to the genre they are 
studying and use the TLC for teaching those aspects.  
Her final comment in that quote is telling. By saying, “I like to share this theory 
[SFL] to use your knowledge and your experience and blend it in and take some of the 
essential principles [of SFL like purpose and audience],” she again reminded teachers 
that with SFL-informed instruction, our team aimed to build off teachers’ knowledge and 
existing practices, adding elements such as “attention to audience.” Furthermore, she 
clarified a major purpose of our team’s presence at St. E’s:  
 
[A]nd the reason why we’re observing and collecting data is because we ourselves 
want to learn from what you guys do and see the impact it has on children because 
this is a theory of language that people have applied. And it’s not to tell people 
what it is and what you should do. This is something that we’re trying to find out 
[how it works] through working with teachers and studying [what they do]. There 
are some people in Australia that they have done some of that research a little bit, 
but I think working with you, we’re going to learn a lot more and hopefully learn 
and share what we learn.  
 
MEB reinforced the idea that our work with SFL at St. E’s was ultimately about helping 
teachers teach writing effectively to boost student achievement. Rather than telling 
teachers what to do, she sought to use tenets of SFL theory to supplement their existing 
practices. This was our vision of what would, ideally, occur; because we were working 
with a new set of teachers, however, we realized reality might differ from our vision.  
Making SFL real for teachers: moving theory into practice. Analysis of 
PowerPoint presentations from PD meetings and transcripts of those meetings also 
reveals that MEB sought to move from theory into practice. Rather than just giving 
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teachers SFL theory, she helped them apply it in meaningful ways, largely through the 
use of the teaching/learning cycle as a pedagogical tool. In addition to talking about the 
teaching/learning cycle (TLC) at the Summer Institute, MEB reiterated its importance at 
her first monthly meeting in October. She also suggested that asking students to read 
texts as writers, not just as readers, will help them find meaning in the ways authors 
construct language:  
So one of the things that I was trying to show and now we’ll start looking at what 
kids do about these things is what in SFL they call the “Teaching and Learning 
Cycle.” One way to teach kids how to do things is by taking published texts that 
do [those things] and that’s how you teach them. That is what’s called the 
deconstruction of the text. . . . to read a text as a writer and not as a reader. The 
most common way to use texts is to use them as a reader, right? You read about 
the Civil War and you make inferences about it. Or you read Hatchet and you talk 
about being courageous or resourceful. That’s using the book as a reader. Or, read 
Hatchet and then have the kids do a play in which they are the kid [from the 
book] and the pilot... .And that’s responding to the literature. But it’s reading as a 
reader. What I was trying to do now, is reading as a writer. That means, if I want 
to start a fictional narrative, how does [the author] start [a published fictional 
narrative]? What are the features [of a fictional narrative]? So you use this 
[pointing to a graphic organizer used to help students deconstruct narratives and 
write their own]. Where is the who, where, and what? What style did [Gary 
Paulsen, author of Hatchet] use [to write the orientation of his text]? He [used] 
action: “He stared out the window of the small plane. The endless green 
wilderness.” So you know you’re in the north and that [the story is] happening on 
a plane. . . . Do you see the difference of reading like a reader and reading as a 
writer? When you’re doing a writing unit, you can use books to inspire the 
students for the content. And it doesn’t matter in which genre they are [written]. If 
you use the book to show them how you organize the text then the genre matters 
because you want to show them the genre.  
 
Reinforcing the TLC. Based on our previous experiences bringing SFL to 
teachers and research in the field of SFL (see Brisk, et al., 2012; Pavlak, 2013), the TLC 
offers an accessible way for teachers to begin using SFL in their classrooms. In 
September I prepared a short handout for each teacher, outlining the steps of the TLC and 
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offering ways they could implement each step in their classes. (See Appendix F.) 
Building on what MEB shared with teachers about the TLC at the Summer Institute, I 
began with the phase of negotiating the field and noted the following key components: 
• Familiarize students with the demands of the genre. 
• Talk about purpose. Be explicit about audience. Why and for whom are the 
students writing? 
• Read many mentor texts from the genre that will build content knowledge. 
  
I followed with the second step, deconstruction, and offered these teaching tips: 
 
• Read and deconstruct well-written mentor texts with the students to help them 
become more familiar with the genre and the expectations for their writing. 
• Look at specific text features (like the orientation, sequence of events, 
ending/evaluation) AND/OR language features (verb choice, tense, adverbials).  
 
Then, I put forth these ideas for joint construction of text:  
 
• This phase is vital but often overlooked. 
• After introducing students to the text and language features of the genre, write a 
text together. 
• Students generate ideas while you facilitate the process and scribe. Model 
movement from oral to written language.  
• Keep the text visible for students to use as a reference during independent writing. 
 
Finally, I reminded them that during independent construction: 
 
• Students write on their own, in pairs, or in small groups using the knowledge and 
experience gained from the previous three phases. 
• Scaffold students’ learning by moving them through (and often back and forth) 
each phase of this cycle.  
 
I distributed this handout to the teachers in grades 6-8 at St. E’s when visiting their 
classrooms and gave copies to my university colleague to share with the fourth and fifth 
grade teachers. I spoke with Chloe, Sean, and Sister Agnes about each phase of the cycle 
and reminded them how they practiced both deconstruction by using recounts and joint 
construction by writing the report about genres studied at St. E’s with us at the Summer 
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Institute. At this time, I told them that I would gladly help them implement each phase of 
the TLC by sharing resources, such as mentor texts to use with deconstruction and 
graphic organizers to assist with joint construction and independent construction of text, 
and aid them in planning lessons for each phase. I also told them that if they wanted to 
teach any of the lessons when I was on-site, I would be delighted to assist with their 
teaching and/or share resources.  
I also emailed the TLC document I created to MEB, who was going to further 
reinforce the ideas at her monthly PD meeting in October. During that meeting, MEB 
revisited the importance of deconstructing mentor texts and reinforced the importance of 
reading texts as writers, not just readers: 
For instance, if the kids were going to write a report about giraffes, let’s say, they 
could read anything about giraffes. It doesn’t have to be report-like [to gain 
content knowledge]. But [to gain knowledge about how to write in the report 
genre] you would read reports on different types of animals to see how the authors 
start, how they group the information, and the same thing with fictional narrative 
and personal recount [and other genres of study]. So that’s one thing that I think is 
important, and I’ve noticed that we’re not trained to use books as writers.... So 
that’s the idea behind this business of trying to use books as a source of 
information of how you write. (PD Meeting, October 7, 2011)  
 
MEB also explained how graphic organizers can help students deconstruct text and reveal 
key elements of text structure, the SFL term for how texts in a specific genre are 
organized:   
Every time a new genre is introduced we pull out a graphic organizer. We read 
one mentor text after the other, and show [students] how the information fits in 
this kind of graphic organizer. So first you read the fictional narratives and you 
take this [graphic organizer]. So what are the events? What is the crisis here? 
What’s the resolution? So you do it with kids that way. And that’s different from 
using that kind of book to inspire them on things that they could write on their 
own experiences. Now that’s different. Now I remember this time a third grade 
teacher read a story about a girl who goes to visit her father in prison and all the 
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kids started telling all these stories about prison. So she wasn’t reading this in 
order to teach them how to write fictional narratives, she was reading to them to 
get them thinking about life experiences in order to write personal recounts. In 
order to teach them how to organize a personal recount, then you use personal 
recounts as models. . . . You should be on the look out [for] in terms of materials 
you have, is which ones [books] would make good [mentor] text to teach that 
genre. (PD Meeting, October 7, 2011) 
 
In her monthly PD meetings MEB sought to build on teachers’ existing 
knowledge. Comments such as, “I have high respect for what teachers do” signaled a 
measure of trust for teachers by highlighting her respect for the work they do and 
knowledge they possess. In addition, by telling teachers “it doesn’t matter if [you] give 
just a little [of SFL] to the kids. It’s better than nothing. And as you get familiar and 
comfortable, give more [SFL instruction],” she acknowledged the theory is challenging 
and the growth process may be slow. She reminded them that when she began she, too, 
“was still finding [her] way through all this theory” and that even a little bit of the 
theoretical enrichment can enhance their teaching. 
The introduction to, and various reminders about, the TLC served as an entrée 
point for teachers into making SFL “real” and bringing the theory to their teaching. My 
colleagues and I sought to make SFL “real” by emphasizing the use of the 
teaching/learning cycle with teachers. By sharing the TLC handout with teachers, I 
sought to reinforce what MEB introduced in the Summer Institute. I also directed 
teachers to sections in the Teachers’ Manual that housed teaching tools for each genre, 
which could be used at various phases of the TLC. Lists of mentor texts, for example, are 
included for each genre and are useful when planning lessons on deconstructing text. In 
the handout I created, I reminded teachers that before asking students to write 
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independently, first work through the deconstruction and co-construction phases with 
them while building their content knowledge throughout the process. 
In her monthly PD meetings MEB led teachers through samples of deconstruction 
of texts that directly linked to what they were teaching, such as Hatchet, which Chloe 
read with her students, and talked to them about using mentor texts, which can serve 
multiple functions: as a way of getting students to relate to/respond to literature or as a 
means of better understanding how texts function. In SFL-informed instruction, the 
former is one genre of SFL and the latter is used to help students become better writers.  
MEB used a number of strategies to help teachers enact these theoretical practices 
when teaching writing. She respected teachers’ practice. By valuing teachers’ knowledge 
she developed rapport and built trust with teachers. She maintained that SFL can be 
integrated into what teachers already doing their classes. MEB showed how much she 
valued teachers’ experiences with comments such as, “I have high respect for what 
teachers do…They certainly know more than I do about many things.” She aimed to 
build on their current practices by letting them know that bringing even “just a little” SFL 
to their classrooms would be useful.  
By reviewing the elements of the TLC with teachers at PD meetings and 
modeling how to deconstruct texts, such as Hatchet, MEB helped make SFL theory real 
for teachers. Her efforts outlined in this chapter set this stage for teachers’ work with SFL 
at St. E’s. Teachers were introduced to fundamental aspects of SFL that would pervade 
the subsequent PD sessions. In the following chapters I trace three teachers’ experience 
with this literacy initiative: Chloe, Sean, and Sister Agnes. 
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SFL glossary of key terms 
Audience – people/person who will be reading a text. Language choices, e.g. tone/level 
of formality, are made based on audience.  
 
Systemic functional linguistics (SFL) – the functional theory of language based largely 
on the work of M.A.K. Halliday that is at the root of the professional development 
initiative brought to St. E’s. From an SFL perspective speakers or writers make choices 
about the language they use (including decisions about vocabulary and tone) based on 
factors such as, their audience, the messages they want to communicate, and the 
encompassing social and cultural contexts  
 
Genre - texts in SFL are broken into varying genres, which are based on purpose. 
Purposes for writing mostly found in schools include, story telling, giving instructions, 
organizing information, and persuading (Derewianka, 1990). Each one of these purposes 
is associated with different genres, as indicated in Figure 4.1. 
 
Medium – the form through which the writing is presented (e.g. a poem, a letter, book, a 
PowerPoint) 
 
Mentor texts – model texts for a given genre, often read aloud to students during the 
deconstruction phase of the TLC 
 
Orientation  - part of text structure, the beginning of a recount, for example, that tells the 
reader key information about the text, including where, when, and who.  
 
Register – composed of three elements: 
1. Field – topic of text 
2. Tenor – relationship between speak/writer and audience 
3. Mode – means through which language is expressed (e.g. written, oral, or multi-
modal) 
 
Teaching/learning cycle (TLC) – the pedagogical tool based on four phases that helps 
teachers scaffold students’ writing. The four phases include: 
1. Negotiating field – building content knowledge, introducing the purpose of the 
genre 
2. Deconstruction – reading aloud and pulling apart key language features of 
mentor texts 
3. Joint construction  - teacher and students write text together to model 
expectations of genre. Teacher acts as scribe.  










Chloe Quinn is a female in her mid-twenties. She had been out of college for three 
years and had both a bachelor’s and master’s degree in social work when we met. She 
was also state-certified to teach English learners. Chloe loved being a student, so much so 
that she told me, “I would stay in school forever if I could” (Fieldnotes, September, 28, 
2011). On numerous occasions she mentioned a desire to pursue either another master’s 
degree or a doctorate in education and public policy. She was in her third year of teaching 
at the time of the study and it was her third year at St. Elizabeth School. During her first 
year she worked in the Pre-kindergarten classroom and “looped” with her students the 
following year to teach them at the kindergarten level. After one of the Sisters of 
Providence retired, Chloe moved to the middle grades. The year of this study, Chloe 
taught science, math, and language arts to sixth graders and science to students in seventh 
and eighth grade. She speaks conversational Spanish, which enables her to communicate 
with some students’ parents in their home language. The year of the study was her first 
teaching middle grades. Though fairly new to the profession, Chloe assumed leadership 
roles at St. Elizabeth’s: she was faculty sponsor of the student council and attended 
professional development meetings in the areas of technology and science as a staff 
representative, as someone who was committed to professional growth.  
In a pre-survey administered in August 2011, Chloe described her approach 
toward writing instruction: “[Students] do writing in various genres—personal narrative, 
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letters, creative writing,” while in science “they write research reports and responses to 
writing prompts.” Also on this survey she commented that this is her first year teaching 
middle school: “I have taught pre-kindergarten and kindergarten in the past. . . . I am new 
to teaching writing at this [level]. . . .  I feel comfortable teaching research reports. I 
would love to learn more creative and meaningful ways to teach writing and develop 
writing prompts.” When surveyed about how she decides what to teach during writing 
instruction, Chloe responded, “I try to choose topics that interest the students in order to 
motivate their writing.”  
When analyzing the five dimensions of teaching that helped shape a teachers’ 
uptake of SFL-informed instruction, Chloe scored consistently high. (See Table 5.1.) 
Chloe eagerly took on the challenge of bringing SFL-informed genre-based instruction 
into her teaching. She enjoys learning new things: she is young and energetic, she is a 
leader, and, on a survey in August, she mentioned that she is interested in learning “more 
creative and meaningful ways to teach writing.” Above all, she was committed to 
educating all learners. She recognized the needs of ELs and viewed writing as a 
collaborative process, both of which seemed to positively influence her uptake of SFL-
informed instruction. Though she seemed more than willing to embrace change, for 
financial and professional reasons, Chloe left St. E’s at the end of the first half of the 
school year. The data I present, therefore, reflect observations of her experience with 
SFL-informed instruction from late August through December.  
Table 5.1 
 






Continuum 1: Cultivation of caring 
relationships with students 
Overall: 2 
Scholar academic vs. learner centered 2 
Personalized  2 
Hierarchical vs. egalitarian 2 
Continuum 2: Recognizing the needs of ELs Overall: 
1.875 
Pedagogical 2 
Academic Content 1.5 
Constructivist 2 
Affective 2 
Continuum 3: View of writing Overall: 2 
Writing across the curriculum 2 
Integrated vs. Add-on 2 
Continuum 4: Commitment to professional 
growth  
Overall: 2 
Involvement in PD 2 
Implementation of new pedagogical 
techniques/use of resources 
2 
Reliance on textbooks vs. evolving curriculum 2 
Teaching as lifelong learning 2 
Continuum 5: Commitment to Collaboration Overall: 2 
Throughout the classroom 2 
With colleagues 2 
Beyond the school 2 
 
Welcome to Chloe’s Classroom 
In walk the sixth graders. Chloe’s room is colorful with teacher-made posters for 
literacy, math, and science in addition to student work lining the walls. A series of 
windows on the far wall opens to an alley between the school and church with the red 
brick façade. Sometimes you can see students walking in from outside after PE class. A 
small playground for younger students and an open area of mainly grass for gym class 
activities border the building. A black, white, and red “I [heart] Catholic Schools” sticker 
is on the wooden classroom door, which is usually open. Adjacent is a series of newly 
painted bookshelves housing a hundred or so young adult chapter books Chloe uses in 
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literacy lessons. A SMART Board stands prominently in the front of the room and across 
from the white screen on the far wall is a row of four student computers. All are used 
regularly. Just over twenty student desks, cream-colored with hard chairs attached, are 
arranged in four rows. Typically, this traditional seating arrangement is altered for small 
group activities.  
  A large USA flag to which the students pledge allegiance each morning hangs 
behind Chloe’s over-sized desk, which is situated in the corner of the room—the far 
corner, away from the door near the wall of windows. A bright blue sign reads, “Jobs” 
with positions like “trash collector” and “office accountant” highlighted, signaling the 
multiple tasks students assume within the classroom. A neighboring bulletin board 
contains rules written out for each grade Chloe teaches (6-8) and is signed by students, 
indicating their commitment to these ideals. The school’s mission is printed on a small 
back bulletin board near the door for all who enter the room to see: “We aspire to meet 
the needs of our students and their families through works of love, mercy, and justice 
among God’s people.”  
Four days a week Chloe has fifty minutes of planning time, and she has dedicated 
one of them to meet with my colleague and me about teaching with SFL. On one of my 
first visits she expressed enthusiasm about our SFL-informed work: “I will do anything. 
Any help I can get [planning and resources from you two] is great. You can videotape 
[writing lessons]. Anything. You can use any student as a subject” (Fieldnotes, 
September 21, 2011).  
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From the onset of the partnership, Chloe had shown a real commitment to our 
work, welcoming us into her classroom as well as any advice we might offer. She also 
encouraged students to have parents complete the consent forms so they could participate 
in our project. Chloe’s enthusiasm and willingness to collaborate were a key factor in her 
integration of SFL into her teaching. 
Teaching the Personal Recount Genre Unit 
Negotiating Field: Introducing the Genre 
The first genre I observed Chloe teach was the personal recount, which ran from 
late September to early December. In SFL-informed instruction, personal recounts aim 
“[t]o tell what happened, to document a sequence of events and evaluate their 
significance in some way.  It can be based on personal experience or retelling what 
happened in a story” (SFL Teachers’ Manual, p. 2). The whole class had finished reading 
Hatchet (Paulsen, 1987) and Chloe asked them to write about a time in their own lives 
when they, like the main character in the book, had overcome a challenge.  
Chloe used the Teachers’ Manual of SFL-based information to gather ideas; she 
marked pages with colorful Post-it notes, highlighting ideas she planned to draw upon in 
her teaching. Then she conferenced with my colleague and me before applying these 
ideas to her classroom. On two occasions in September, my colleague and I discussed 
writing orientations, or the introductory section of a recount, with her. To help students 
write captivating leads that included essential elements like the who, what, and when we 
suggested students each write three different opening sentences, read them aloud, and 
have classmates vote on the one they like best. After that, we discussed using mentor 
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texts to deconstruct text. When deconstructing text using SFL-informed instruction, 
teachers help students focus on various aspects of those texts (Derewianka, 1990; 
Gibbons, 2009; Rothery, 1996), which in this case was how the author began his/her text. 
Chloe was thrilled with our suggestion because she had located eight different mentor 
texts at local public libraries and brought them to class for students. She planned to read 
one aloud in class and then give them to small groups of students to deconstruct and have 
them analyze the texts together (Fieldnotes, September 28, 2011). In our meeting, Chloe 
expressed an interest in implementing an SFL-informed approach to teaching, 
particularly the teaching/learning cycle, and it became clear that she was committed to 
meeting the educational needs of all of her students.  
That afternoon, Chloe told students they would write their recounts and read 
aloud, Owl Moon (Yolen, 1997). The following conversation ensued, suggesting that 
students understood the purpose of a personal recount: 
Chloe: Who remembers what [a personal recount] is? 
Student: It is like an autobiography about yourself. 
Student: You tell about yourself. 
Chloe: Yes, you tell about yourself. Could it be about one day? One hour? One 
year? 
Students: [Chorally saying,] YES! (Fieldnotes, September 28, 2011). 
 
The following week in her lesson, Chloe used SFL metalanguage, including the 
name of the genre itself, a personal recount, and the concepts of orientation, and 
audience. In that lesson, she built students’ knowledge about the genre and their purpose 
for writing: 
Chloe: So yesterday when we talked about personal recounts what did I tell you 




Student: Something that happened to you. 
Chloe: Yes, it is you telling the story about something that happened to you. So 
you are going to write a personal recount about some time that you had to 
overcome something—You had to find success, fix that problem of being scared, 
overcome something. Who came up with an idea? I asked you to.… 
Student: I was at Six Flags with my Pop-Pop and we lost each other. For . . . two 
hours I was looking and looking and looking. So that is a time when I was 
nervous, thinking that I lost [my family] because [Six Flags] was so big. 
Chloe: Another great example. 
 
After this discussion, Chloe wrote, “who, what, and when” on the SMART Board in three 
columns in preparation for co-constructing a text. She continued with a conversation 
about the audience of the text. To clarify she asked, “Who is going to be the reader of this 
personal recount? Your classmates might be reading and editing but ultimately I am 
going to read it. And think of me as your audience.” She continued, “Let’s take [name of 
student’s] example” and filled in the columns on the graphic organizer in the following 
manner. For who, she wrote, “me” and “Grandpa” and turned to the class and asked, “If 
you are talking about yourself, what word are you going to use?” They responded “I. In 
terms of the what, she wrote, “Went to Six Flags. Got lost.” Then for when, she noted, 
“2009. 10 years old” (Fieldnotes, October 5, 2011). 
After working on the graphic organizer with the class, she continued with joint 
construction of text to help students understand what information they should include in 
an orientation:  
Chloe: Here [referring to the who/what/when chart they jointly constructed on the 
SMART Board] is the basic information that you want to be sure you are 
including in your personal recount orientation. How might you start your personal 
recount? 
Student: My grandfather and I went to Six Flags. 
Chloe: Okay, that is one way. 
Student: My grandfather and I went to Six Flags in 2009. 




Chloe: So all of those are great and they would give me a lot of information in the 
first sentence, but you do not need to give me the all the information [from the 
graphic organizer] in the first paragraph. But what if you want to spice it up a 
little? When you open a book and it is like, “My name is Alice and I am 13 years 
old and one day I ate lunch.” [Read in a monotone voice]. Are you like, “Ohhh, I 
can’t wait to read this?” You might want to think of a way you can catch your 
reader’s attention.  (Fieldnotes, October 5, 2011) 
 
Chloe continued to model what she expected students to include in the orientation of their 
recounts by co-constructing a sample, encouraging students to use rich vocabulary, with 
particular attention to noun groups (the who or what of a clause) and their descriptors. 
Their collective dialogue continued with a student encouraging her peer to be more 
precise and use more exciting language: 
Student: Spice it up. 
Chloe: Yes, bedazzle your first sentence. 
Student: I was having a blast, and I got lost. 
Student: Me and my grandfather [sic] went to Six Flags and we got lost on one of 
the rides. 
Chloe: What about something a little jazzier? 
Student: One time I went to Six Flags. We went with my grandfather. A horrible 
thing happened. It was a catastrophe. 
Chloe: Say that last part. 
Student: It was a catastrophe. 
Chloe: So if you start that way, I would be like, “Oh, I can't wait to read this and 
find out!” (Fieldnotes, October 5, 2011) 
 
Chloe then explained the graphic organizer they would use for this activity—the 
same one as they used to co-construct an orientation:  
Step 1. Decide on your topic. [Step] 2. Create a 3-column chart. Fill in who, what, 
when. [Step] 3. On the front of your graphic organizer come up with three 
different ways to start your story that include this information [who, what, 
when.]” (Fieldnotes, October 5, 2011) (See Appendix G.)  
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Chloe guided students through writing their orientations by drawing on the 
teaching/learning cycle: reading aloud mentor texts, having students deconstruct those 
texts in small groups, writing a sample orientation together, and completing the who, 
when, where graphic organizer. Additionally, by asking explicit questions, like “Who 
remembers what a personal recount is?” Chloe assured students knew the purpose of 
recount writing. She seemed energized about teaching writing and students were 
enthusiastic about their recounts. They cheered, for example, when Chloe said they 
would read aloud Owl Moon as part of their personal recount unit and one girl even told 
her classmate to “spice up” his writing. Though new to SFL-informed instruction, Chloe 
embraced this strategy, as evidenced by the lessons she enacted in class and her 
comments to me. Chloe also used joint construction to teach students about language in 
context, which is helpful for ELs (Christie & Derewianka, 2008; Derewianka, 1990, 
1999). 
Links to Professional Development  
Much of what Chloe did in her class related to topics MEB discussed during her 
PD sessions. At the first monthly professional development meeting, Chloe asked about 
the difference between personal recounts and narratives, as she wanted to properly 
understand the nuances of SFL theory:  
Chloe: Excuse me, can I ask that when you’re talking about personal recount, is 
that the same thing as a personal narrative? 
MEB: In SFL . . . a recount is just things that happened, just a series of things that 
happened one after the other. A narrative assumes that there was a crisis and a 
climax and then a resolution. So a personal narrative would be, “I was coming to 
school this morning and a car hit our car and my mother was wounded and they 
called the ambulance.” So there was a crisis. “And I grabbed the cell phone and 
called the ambulance and I tried to solve the problem.” And stuff like that. Or it 
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could be a fictional narrative like the example I brought [to discuss] later [in the 
monthly PD meeting] of Hatchet. So in SFL they make that distinction between 
recount and narrative. That narrative assumes that there was a problem, and a 
crisis, and that you had to solve it. And often, you learn something from it. “So 
the ambulance came and I’m so glad that I paid attention to my mother when she 
told me about emergencies.” Or something like that, so you have a little lesson 
there at the end. . . . Now, there are a lot of people who don’t make the distinction 
. . . and they call what I’m talking about a recount and they call it a narrative too. 
And they call one with a crisis also a narrative. . . . That’s one of the reasons why 
I like SFL because it makes distinctions. So everything gets much more specific 
and it gets less confusing for kids. (PD Meeting, October 7, 2011) 
 
Later that afternoon, MEB and teachers in grades 4-8 in attendance at the monthly 
PD meeting discussed writing orientations for personal recounts and how certain pieces 
of information are key: who, what, when, and where. A graphic organizer in the 
Teachers’ Manual aims to help students pull out this key information from mentor texts 
and brainstorm each element for their own writing, the same graphic organizer Chloe 
used with students. Below, MEB leads the teachers in an activity wherein they 
deconstruct an excerpt from Hatchet (Paulsen, 1987) in order to highlight key elements of 
an orientation. Then they talk about various ways to write an orientation. Because 
Chloe’s class read Hatchet, MEB used it as a mentor text to meaningfully tie her PD into 
what was happening at St. E’s: 
MEB: Look at the Hatchet piece, and think about what you would put in: the 
who, what, when, and where graphic organizer. Brian is the who. The what is 
flying a plane. And also another who is the pilot, right? And I guess the where is 
Hampton, New York. So all of that is giving you this information. . . . One thing 
is to think about what is it going to be in the orientation? Let’s say you were 
asking the kids to write a personal recount. So you ask them, “Who is going to be 
in your personal recount?” They say, “I” obviously and “Juan, my brother.” And 
where? In the park. When? Sunday afternoon. And what? Playing soccer. We 
were playing soccer. So that’s the content. Now, the other thing is the style. How 
could you start with that information? You could start it in the typical tradition 
and form of how the kids do it. You know, “I went to play soccer on Sunday 
afternoon with my brother, Juan,” and then they go on to tell what happened. But 
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it doesn’t have to be that way. You can also start with a dialogue. “Juan, let’s go 
play soccer!” [or] “I don’t like to play soccer on Sunday afternoon, [the field] is 
always full!” So you have all that information in the dialogue.  
Chloe: I’m sorry I’m just laughing because we did this. We did the who, what, 
when. [One student] wrote, Who: “My mother, my brother, and I.” What: “I got 
stuck in a bathroom in a plane on my way to Canada.” When: “2007.” So they did 
the three. One of his choices [for an opening sentence] was, “Get me out of here!! 
I’m thousands of feet above the ground. Help me!”  
MEB: A monologue. And what else did he do? 
Chloe: He chose: “I was stuck in a bathroom in a plane that’s on its way to 
Canada. Will anyone find me?” His is really creative. But some of the other kids 
wrote, “In 2005, I went to church with my mom and my sister.” 
MEB: But then you could have just straight explanation. You could have a 
dialogue. You could have action. This one here starts with what happened. So you 
could say, “Juan hit the ball outside the park, and it was full of people, but 
because it was Sunday there wasn’t that much traffic so it didn’t matter.” So you 
just start with an action. So it’s good that you did that with the kids. . . . And I 
think that’s good because then they get the picture that they [orientations] are not 
fixed formulas, that you can do different ways that you could make it entertaining. 
What they need to understand is that the information needs to be there so that you 
don’t confuse the reader. (PD Meeting, October 7, 2011) 
 
That same session, Chloe described to MEB what she was doing in her classroom and 
asked for clarification regarding certain aspects of SFL, like the difference between 
personal recounts and personal narratives and how to help students write an effective 
orientation. At the end of that first meeting, Chloe responded to a question about applying 
new ideas to her classroom:  
MEB: So if you think about what genres are you working into next week or in the 
future and what things we have been talking or thinking about today, what could 
you apply to your kids?  
Chloe: I have a next step but I also have a question: So with Christina [author], 
we worked on the orientations and I read you one of them that was a creative way 
of starting his story. But I mean, for the ones that just say, “In 2005, I went to 
church with my mom.” Like the ones that are very matter of fact—I mean even 
though they’re not exciting, should I encourage them to change it or spice it up? 
But if that’s what we’re asking [that they have all of the information including, 
who, what, when, and where], then . . . should I just say, “Oh this is great?” 
MEB: Well the thing is that the writer has to choose what he or she thinks and 
prefers and do it because then you’re getting their own voice as a writer. One 
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strategy that you can use is if you have 3 or 4 students sharing and so you share 
all your orientations and have the other kids talk about it and say, “You know, oh 
this one is great or whatever.” So that way you can have a sense of how the other 
kids react to how they write. 
Chloe: That’s what we did actually. I got the idea from Christina [author] that 
they vote and they liked that. (PD Meeting, October 7, 2011) 
 
Chloe’s instruction aligned with SFL-informed practices and resources introduced 
to her through PD efforts; in particular, she employed the SFL teaching/learning cycle to 
teach writing. She also used a series of graphic organizers from the Teachers’ Manual to 
help scaffold students’ knowledge of how to write an effective orientation and asked 
MEB clarifying questions about the recount genre at a monthly PD meeting, for example, 
when she inquired if she should help students “spice up” their writing. 
Jointly Constructing Orientations 
The following week, after the first monthly PD meeting with MEB, Chloe 
continued modeling what she expected students to write using the two students’ recount 
topics. First, she reviewed the discussion they had the previous day about one student’s 
orientation, Adi’s:  
Chloe: Who can read what we did yesterday? 
Student: [reads a sample orientation from the SMART Board screen]: “Ahhh, 
help me. I forgot the steps,” I screamed. My mind went blank. I was a nervous 
wreck. I was on the stage with my dance partner, Josue. It was the celebration of 
El Senor de Esquipulas. The curtains were about to open and I was shaking. 
Chloe: What do we need to have in the orientation? What are the three things? 
Student: Who? 
Chloe: Yes, do we have that?  
Adi: Me and Josue. 
Chloe: What else? 
Student: What?  
Chloe: Good, we know it was at a dance… [Realizing an element is missing, 




Next, Chloe discussed another student’s writing, Ever’s. The class helped him 
construct the orientation for his personal recount, as Chloe guided them through making 
effective language choices: 
Chloe: So let’s go to Ever’s [personal recount]. [Projected onto the SMART 
Board screen is the sentence Ever wrote the previous day: “I’ve been waiting all 
winter for the season to start.”] Can you give us background on what you’re going 
to write [for your personal recount]? 
Ever: It was my first time being on a team. I was nervous. And, they put me to be 
pitcher and it was my first time pitching. I didn’t know I was going to pitch. They 
told me just before the game.  
Chloe: So now we know a bit more about his personal recount. So, what can we 
add to this [the first sentence projected on the SMART Board]?  
Student 1: The name of the team?  
Chloe: So yes. Put it into a sentence form. . . . So give me a sentence that I can 
add on to this paragraph. 
Ever: For the season to start. 
Chloe: We already have “the season to start” here. [Points to the phrase on the 
SMART Board.] Season can mean spring or baseball. 
Student 2: Or, basketball. 
Chloe: Yes. But the point of your story is not that you’ve been waiting for spring 
to start. 
Ever: Well, it did happen in spring. 
Student 3: Was it the first game of the season? 
Ever: Yes. 
Student 4: [Offers a potential sentence.] It was my first baseball game of the year 
[Chloe writes it on the SMART Board after the first sentence.] 
Chloe: “I’ve” is a contraction for what two words?  
Student 5: I have. 
Chloe: I have been waiting. [Replaces the “I’ve” in the first sentence with “I 
have.”] What tense is that? 
Student 6: Present. 
Chloe: Did this happen now or in the past? Is this something that already 
happened? 
Student 7: Yes. 
Chloe: So let’s change this: I . . . What’s the past tense of have?  
Student 8: Was? 
Chloe: I had [changes sentence to: I had been waiting all winter for the season to 
start]. 
Student 9: I was so excited or nervous—the emotions took my whole body over. 
I was psyched.  
Chloe: All good ideas. Give me a sentence. 
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Student 10: [Asks Ever] Were you nervous? 
Ever: I already said that. 
Student 11: [offers] I was very nervous and anxious to play.  
Chloe: Do we have the who? 
Student 12: No. 
Chloe: Well, we have Ever. Who else might be important?  
Student 13: The team. 
Student 14: [Offers a sentence]. I thought I was going to be bad but they told me 
I could [pitch]. 
Student 15: [Offers a different sentence]. I didn’t know if I could do it but my 
team talked me into it. 
Chloe: So you were afraid of letting the team down but the team encouraged you 
to do it? 
Ever: I was encouraged by my team . . . they encouraged me to play. 
Chloe: Who is they? 
Ever: My team.  
Chloe: You’re telling me this like you’re asking me a question or are you telling 
me a sentence [to add to the orientation]? 
Ever: A sentence. 
Chloe: Tell me [the sentence]. 
Student 16: I was encouraged by my team to be the pitcher. [Chloe writes this on 
the SMART Board.]  
Ever: [Ever reads aloud the paragraph the class has jointly constructed]: I had 
been waiting all winter for the season to start. It was my first baseball game of the 
year. I was very nervous and anxious to play. I was encouraged by my team to be 
the pitcher. 
Chloe: Anything else we need to add? 
Student: It’s missing something between, “I was very nervous and anxious to 
play,” and “I was encouraged by my team to be the pitcher.” It needs some 
sparkles.  
Chloe: Do we have all three right now? Who? When? What?  
Student 17: Yes. I don’t know if you can connect this [referring to the third and 
fourth sentences].  
Student 18: Add “but.” 
Chloe: If you are going to continue writing sentences, what word did you start 
three of the four sentences with?  
Ever: I. 
Chloe: Don’t start every sentence with I. Or we. You can change it. We will talk 
about that more when we do revisions. (Fieldnotes, October 12, 2011)  
 
Next, the class discussed another student’s work, Felix, with special attention to 
using strong verbs, or those that are not ordinary like “said”:  
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Chloe: We are going to do Felix’s. [She posts his opening sentence on the 
SMART Board.] “Get me out of here! I’m thousands of feet above ground. Help 
me!” I said.  
Said!? [The tone of her voice showed her preference for students to use a more 
exciting verb.] 
Student: I shouted. 
Student: I pleaded. 
Chloe: Is this something that really happened? 
Felix: Yeah, it’s Christmas and I am going on a trip to my uncle’s house and it’s 
been a long time since I’ve been on a plane and there was some weird lock and I 
locked it. I tried to open the door and it didn’t [open.] So I pushed on it. I was 
crying. The pilot opened the door. I was really scared. He told me it was alright. . 
. . Somehow the bathroom door got locked.  
CMP [author]: I like it. It’s suspenseful.  
Felix: And then I used the bathroom. [Classmates giggle.] 
Chloe: Alright, so we are probably going to assume that you used the bathroom.  
Felix: I was freaking out and started crying. 
Chloe: My concern about “freaking out” is that is sometimes parents or 
grandparents might not get that. You might use language, different types of 
language with [different] people.  
Student: I have a suggestion for Felix. Since he was asking for help, I would use, 
“I pleaded.”  
Chloe: [To another student] Tell us what you said again? 
Student: I was freaking out and I was crying.  
Chloe: So do we want to use that and switch the words around? 
Student: Yes. 
Chloe: So, we are thousands of feet above ground. Are we in a hot air balloon? 
We might need to give them [the audience] more information about the what.  
Student: No [not in a hot air balloon]… 
Felix: I’m in the plane.  
Chloe: I think we need to mention that he’s in a plane. What do you think? 
Students: Yes [droning]. 
Student: [Offers] Put “on a plane” after “Help me.” 
Student: I was thinking to myself, “Will anyone find me?”  
Chloe: I am going to write that on the bottom. [Adds the sentence to the SMART 
Board but leaves space for more sentences.] I think we need to add something 
between these sentences. . . . Is there anyone else in the story that we need to 
introduce?  
Felix: I think it was the pilot [who eventually opened the door] because he was 
dressed nicely. 
Student: Maybe [he was] a Marine. 
Chloe: Do we need to introduce the pilot in the orientation? 
Student: No. 
Chloe: Maybe it was a flight attendant [who eventually opened the door]. 
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Student: Suddenly, I got scared and started crying. 
Chloe: Does anyone have a sentence that is specific to where Felix is going?  
Student: It was Christmas time.  
Chloe: It was Christmas time. [Begins writing.] 
Student: It was Christmas.  
Chloe: It was Christmas and I was on a flight . . . on a plane to Canada. Can 
someone read this?  
Felix: [Reading the paragraph they co-constructed]: “Get me out of here!! I’m 
thousands of feet above ground. Help me!!” I shouted. Somehow the bathroom 
door got locked. It was Christmas and I was on a plane to Canada. I was thinking 
to myself, “Will anyone find me?” (Fieldnotes, October 12, 2011) 
 
Chloe used joint construction of the TLC (see Derewianka, 1990; Rothery, 1996), 
to help students write their recounts, carefully negotiating the writing process by taking 
students’ suggestions and weaving them into a fully elaborated orientation. She guided 
them by asking such questions as, “Is there anyone else in the story that we need to 
introduce?” and reminding students to provide sufficient background knowledge, saying, 
“I think we need to mention that he’s in a plane” and later adding, “Are we in a hot air 
balloon? We might need to give them more information about the what.” Joint 
construction allowed for multiple opportunities for Chloe to assess and monitor her 
students. She worked with students to assure they included the necessary information in 
their orientations. These aspects—the what, where, and who—were all discussed by MEB 
at her October PD meeting. Chloe applied them in her instruction with students’ 
orientations, as evidenced with Adi, Ever, and Felix’s work.  
 Using Graphic Organizers to Scaffold Writing  
In late October and early November Chloe introduced two more graphic 
organizers from the SFL Teachers’ Manual to her class: a timeline to help students 
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organize the body of their recounts and guidelines for writing details about each sub-
event they addressed. (See Figure 5.1.)   
Figure 5.1 Sequence of Events Timelines 	  General	  	  	  	  	   Event	  1	  	  Event	  2	  	  Event	  3	  	  Event	  4	  	  	  	  
Event	  4	  may	  serve	  as	  the	  recount’s	  conclusion,	  or	  a	  conclusion	  may	  be	  added.	  	  Subtopics	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
To start, Chloe drew a timeline on the SMART Board and, using one student’s 
topic as an example, completed the graphic organizer to model her expectations for 
students: 
Chloe: Who would like to use their topic [as a launching point for the joint 
construction activity]? Tell us quickly. Give us an overview then read us your 
orientation. [Vilma reads aloud her orientation.] 
	  	  	   	  Event	  a	  Event	  b	  Event	  c	  Event	  d	  
Event	  1	  student	  writes	  here	  
what	  s/he	  had	  in	  the	  general	  
time	  line	  
	  
Student	  writes	  a	  whole	  section	  
based	  on	  the	  subtopic	  time	  line	  
on	  the	  left	  (this	  can	  be	  done	  in	  
the	  writer’s	  notebook	  using	  the	  
right	  and	  left	  sides	  of	  the	  page)	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Student 1: Who’s Monica?  
Chloe: Good question.[Chloe is at the SMART Board, drawing a copy of the 
graphic organizer students will use.] 
Student 2: That looks like a timeline. 
Chloe: Okay, this is what the graphic organizer is going to look like that you are 
going to get. [After the joint construction of a sample graphic organizer as a 
whole class, students received a copy to complete independently for their personal 
recounts.] So we know the topic or the event Vilma is going to write about but 
now you need to think about other smaller events that happened within that larger 
event. What else could you write about do you think?  
Student 3: She told us she was at her uncle’s farm. [There was] a horse, someone 
named Monica. She didn't know if she would fall. 
Chloe: Should I write, “I ALMOST hit the ground. Buuuuuut, I didn’t fall off?” 
Vilma: Yes, I didn’t fall off. 
Chloe: But there is more we would like to know. So you want to put that down 
here [on the graphic organizer.] Did you fall? What else do you want to know? 
Student 4: [Offers a suggestion.] What almost made her fall? 
Vilma: The horse almost tripped on a really big rock. 
Chloe: Okay, so is that an important part of the story to tell? [Chloe writes on the 
graphic organizer on the SMART Board, Event 1: The horse tripped on a rock; 
Event 2: I did not fall.] 
Student 5: [Offers a suggestion.] How did she feel?  
Chloe: Okay, feeling about what?  
Student 6: What did she feel when she thought she was going to fall? 
Chloe: Where do you think that would best fit? 
Student 7: After she didn’t fall.  
Chloe: Yes, I think it is a good thing to add.  
Student 8: [Offers a suggestion.] Did the horse kick her? 
Chloe: Thumbs up if you think that is a good thing to add. [Chloe writes on 
SMART Board, Event 3: Monica.] There is something else I want to know. 
Student 9: Why did she go to the farm?  
Chloe: Yes, the farm. Why are you at his farm? [She changes this to Event 1: My 
uncle’s farm.] These kinds of things are going set a picture in the mind for the 
reader. If you talk about the horse tripping, I am going to be able to see the horse 
trip, you almost fall. . . . So here’s the thing, [Vilma’s recount] is going to have 4 
events – 1, 2, 3, 4 . . . [in your personal recounts] you need to come up with at 
least three [events.] (Fieldnotes, October 19, 2011) 
 
Chloe then read aloud the co-constructed timeline graphic organizer, changing the order 
of events to fit the sequence of what actually happened to Vilma:  
Chloe: Event 1: My uncle’s farm. Event 2: Monica. Event 3: The horse tripped on 
a rock. Event 4: I did not fall. Is this what I am going to write?” 
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Student: Yes! [Students respond in chorus.] 
Chloe: No! You need to write more than just one sentence. Each one of these 
events should become a paragraph. Think of it like that - one paragraph for each 
event. (Fieldnotes, October 19, 2011) 
 
In a later lesson also pertaining to writing the body of the personal recount, Chloe 
asked a student to read aloud the following piece they had co-constructed: 
I am at my uncle’s farm in Colombia. He has cows, chickens, horses, pigs, and 
bulls. There is a lot of grass and dirt on the ground at this farm. It is a beautiful 
scene. The sunset is nice and when the sun goes down, there are a lot of stars.  
 
My cousin Monica was with me on the horse. Since I was just learning to ride a 
horse, Monica was on the front. Monica has dirty blonde hair and caramel eyes. 
She is shorter than I. My cousin also has an older sister named Noemi. 
 
At this point, Chloe led students through a discussion of verb tense. In accordance with 
SFL theory, she was teaching language in context (Christie & Derewianka, 2008; 
Derewianka, 1990; Schleppegrell, 2004), not in isolation, constructing text with students 
and discussing language features as they wrote: 
Chloe: I noticed something. Did this happen in the past or present?  
Students: Past [chorally]. 
Chloe: So we want to change the verbs. I was [Chloe changes the tense of the 
verb from “am” to “was”] at my uncle’s farm. But, we can leave the description 
of Monica in present. 
 
The whole class discussed making changes to the text. One student mentioned “My 
uncle” and Chloe remarked, “Good. Or, since we introduced her uncle in the first 
sentence so you could use he.” Then Chloe read aloud from the graphic organizer 
outlining the major events in this student’s recount: The horse tripped on a rock, the 
horse was tall and black, the rock was buried in the ground, the horse didn’t see it, the 
horse started to bleed.  
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Students offered suggestions about how to write the body of the text. They were 
taking each main idea from the graphic organizer and turning each into a complete 
paragraph. The following exchange occurred:  
Student: The horse was tall and black. 
Student: The horse I was riding 
Chloe: Yea, I like that. Be specific because it says he has a lot of horses 
[Chloe writes on the SMART Board, “the horse I was riding was tall and black.”]  
Student: There was a big rock buried in the dirt.  
Student: I got a question: did it have a name? 
Student: No.  
Chloe: If it did have a name that would be an important detail to include. Should I 
end that sentence or keep going with it? 
Student: I was going to ask a question. Was [emphasizing the past tense] it tall 
and black? Was? [Student wonders if the tense is correct.] 
Chloe: The horse I was riding brings us into the past, so we can leave it. I like the 
way you are thinking. 
Student: And the horse walked into it, tripped on it, over it, whatever the right 
tense is.  
[Chloe wrote, “There was a big rock buried in the dirt and the horse tripped over 
it.”] 
Student: Add “all of a sudden”.  
[Chloe adds “all of a sudden” before “the horse tripped over it.”] 
Student: I was about to fall off the horse when Monica, or can I say when my 
cousin? 
Student: I already have that in my orientation. 
Chloe: She has that in the orientation and in the conclusion but as a reader I think 
that they are probably going to be asking that. The horse was bleeding but I want 
to know what happened to you. (Fieldnotes, November 2, 2011) 
 
Chloe and her students continued talking about what words would best convey 
their message to their audience, another important aspect of SFL. What ensued was a 
powerful conversation about word choice and how to best describe events in a recount:  
Chloe: Okay we definitely want to add “the horse started to bleed.” 
Student 1: [Offers a suggestion.] I almost fell and I thought that I started to bleed.  
Chloe: Okay. 
Student 2: [offering another variation of the sentence] I almost fell off and I saw 
the horse was bleeding. [Chloe writes this on the SMART Board.] 
Chloe: Okay. Can someone read the whole paragraph for us?  
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Student 3: “The horse I was riding was tall and black. There was a big rock 
buried in the dirt and all of a sudden, the horse tripped over it. I almost fell off and 
I saw that the horse was bleeding.” 
Chloe: Thumbs up or down or in the middle if you are not sure. . . . Okay, if you 
think we should change something, now is your time. 
Student 4: Where was the horse bleeding? 
Student 5: On his foot.  
CMP [author]: I like what [student 4] said. I am glad he brought that up. I want to 
see what you are writing so I can visualize it. Like, you told me the horse was 
black but you can bring it back up again—like I could see the blood on the dark 
hair. 
Student 6: Oooooo. Ewwwwwww. [Students are making noises aloud so as to 
indicate they think what I have said is too graphic.] 
CMP: Not to be gross but to give the reader ideas, an image [of what is 
happening.] (Fieldnotes November 2, 2011) 
 
Furthermore, noting that the students were getting excited about choosing 
descriptive words for the personal recount, Chloe encouraged them:  
Chloe: Think about what Ms. Christina [author] said. Do you want to keep it this 
way [Keep the paragraph as it was written] or add any other details. . . . Do we 
want to change this? Let’s think about the last sentence [“I almost fell off and I 
saw that the horse was bleeding.”]  
Student: I could see the black fur and all the blood on it. [In response, a number 
of students make a “Woooooo!” sound.] 
Chloe: I like your idea but I can’t write the “Wooooooo!” [Mimics the noise the 
students made.] 
Student: [A student makes a suggestion.] The fur was covered with blood. 
Student: [Another clarifies.] They don’t have fur they have hair. 
[Students continue to build off of the sentences shared by their peers.] 
Student: I saw the blood dripping slowly and covering the horse’s hair. 
Student: As the blood was dripping it covered the horse’s hair with blood.  
Chloe: Okay, I am going to do this—I almost fell and saw that the horse was 
bleeding. 
Student: Red DNA 
Chloe: See how excited you got when coming up with a new word for blood?  
Student: Red stuff. 
CMP: Not stuff. 
Student: Red liquid. 
Student: DNA. 





Writing was collaborative in Chloe’s class. Students were highly involved in the 
conversation during joint construction of text and received positive feedback from Chloe, 
who scaffolded their knowledge of what to include in their personal recounts, particularly 
through the use of graphic organizers MEB, my colleague, and I introduced to her. Using 
Vilma’s example, Chloe built students’ understanding of what to include in their recounts 
asking guiding questions, like, “What else do you want to know?” Many students 
participated in the process, asking important questions to help Vilma write the body of 
her personal recount. Throughout the genre unit she scaffolded their knowledge of how to 
write a personal recount and got positive feedback from the students, who were eager 
participants during joint construction lessons. SFL-informed instruction was working for 
Chloe and her students.  
Late November: Winding Down the Genre Unit  
After Thanksgiving break, Chloe concluded her instruction of personal recounts 
by reminding students what to include in the various stages of their recounts. She and I 
spent the last language arts period of their personal recount study conferencing with 
students as they worked independently. At the beginning of the session she requested that 
students exchange conclusions, which they completed for homework, with a partner.  
Chloe: Your personal recount is due on Monday! The whole thing. You have me, 
Ms. Christina, to help, here today. So I would write that down in my agenda. The 
personal recount is due when?  
Students: Monday. 
Chloe: You are going to be graded on grammar. Do you have the orientation? [Do 
you have] at least 3 paragraphs, unless I told you two? A conclusion? It needs to 
be the correct tense, which is? Past [she answered loudly with emphasis] for the 
most part. Spelling, grammar. You will have an hour [to work on your essays in 
class.] You should have your personal recount stuff [writing folders] out. [Mid-
way through the unit Chloe created writing folders for students where they kept 
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their recount drafts and graphic organizers.] Do you have description? 
Adjectives? These are all things that we have been thinking about. (Fieldnotes, 
November, 30, 2011)  
 
As I conferenced with students that afternoon, I had an interesting conversation with 
Felix that showed his desire to accurately communicate the nuances of his experience in 
his personal recount and indicated that some students responded well to SFL-informed 
instruction: 
Felix: I want to make my ending more exciting! The scent of the person who 
rescued me was different.  
CMP: [Sensing what he meant I asked,] You mean, [you smelled] a cologne or 
perfume? 
Felix: Yes, there was a different smell. (Fieldnotes, November 30, 2011)  
 
In his final draft, Felix wrote: “After having been stuck for 20 minutes, a new scent made 
me smile. It was my rescuer’s cologne. He was standing outside the door with a big smile 
on his face saying to me, ‘Everything is going to be okay.’”  
Later that afternoon Chloe and I talked with students about writing a captivating 
title. While conferencing with students individually, Chloe turned to me and asked: “Do 
the personal recounts have to have a title?” I responded, “Yes!” Wanting to ensure that 
students had written all of the key elements of a personal recount in line with SFL, she 
then asked me to give them an example. I asked for some from the class. Energized about 
writing titles, they offered responses such as, The Falling Stairs, My First Dance 
Competition, My Best Day Ever, and Rollercoaster Fear. I shared some from mentor 
texts and with help from two students who taught me how to use the SMART Board, I 
wrote: My Rotten Red Headed Older Brother (Polacco, 1998), Owl Moon (Yolen, 1997), 
and an outstanding title written by an eighth grader at St. E’s, The Attack of the Un-
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Tamed Pit Bull (Fieldnotes, November 30, 2011). Following this discussion in the final 
class I observed of their personal recount study, students talked with their classmates 
about their titles and edited their recounts.  
Throughout their study of personal recounts Chloe drew on a number of key 
aspects of SFL-informed instruction, including the use of the TLC and an emphasis on 
teaching language. At the outset of their writing unit, Chloe reviewed the purpose of the 
recount genre with students and set expectations for their writing by deconstructing 
mentor texts, like Owl Moon, and scaffolding their knowledge of what to include in their 
own recounts by jointly constructing text. As Chloe guided them, students engaged in 
conversation about their recounts and learned to make choices with language, a 
fundamental part of SFL-informed instruction.  
Dimensions of Chloe’s Uptake of SFL-informed PD 
To uncover what influenced Chloe’s uptake of SFL-informed professional 
development, I analyzed data from various sources, including fieldnotes from classroom 
observations, two surveys (one from August and one from December), transcripts from 
professional development meetings, and a semi-structured interview with her. I used the 
framework outlined in Chapter 1 to analyze her response to SFL. Foremost, Chloe is 
committed to educational equity for all of her students. Stemming from this commitment 
to all learners are positive scores the following dimensions:  
• Cultivation of caring relationships with students 
 
• Recognition of the needs of ELs  
 




• Commitment to professional growth 
 
• Commitment to collaboration 
Each of these dimensions seemed to contribute to the shape of Chloe’s use of SFL. They 
are key dimensions that link to the effective use of SFL and that I applied to the data. 
Cultivation of Caring Relationships with Students 
 To a high degree, Chloe cultivated caring relationships with her students, scoring 
at the +2 level on this continuum overall. Below, I expound on each of the sub-
dimensions, showing how, through her practice, she developed caring relationships with 
her students. 
Scholar academic vs. learner centered. Chloe’s teaching reflected a 
commitment to learner centered practices (see Rugg & Shumaker, 1928), or those in 
which “the interests, needs, and desires of learners dictate the nature of the school 
program” (Schiro, 2008, p. 93). This is in opposition to practices based on a scholar-
academic approach (see Whitefield, 1971) wherein “the purpose of education is to help 
children learn the accumulated knowledge of . . . the academic disciplines” (Schiro, 2008, 
p. 4).  
One element of teaching that shaped Chloe’s use of SFL-informed instruction 
seemed to derive from her relationship with students, how she understood their role in the 
teaching/learning process. Chloe’s instruction was learner centered; she saw students as 
active agents rather than passive recipients of knowledge and attended to the whole child 
(see Rugg & Shumaker, 1928). Through her strong emphasis on joint construction she 
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also served as a facilitator of their learning rather than a transmitter of set knowledge 
(Whitefield, 1971).  
Another example of Chloe’s commitment to learner centered instruction surfaced 
during our interview when she commented on how important it was to have students 
working together and applying their knowledge:  
I guess the most rewarding thing [about teaching] would be I really feel good 
when I see students being able to use the knowledge and the things that they 
already know to work independently and produce something of quality. Or [when 
they are able to] work as a group and be able to explore and use what they already 
know. That's rewarding. A lot of times they get something [an assignment] and 
then they just sit and say, “I don't know what to do.” I think for me it is rewarding 
to give something [to the students] and have students sit and think about it and 
figure it out on their own. Or like get an idea to how it should be done on their 
own and then work with guidance rather than hearing it from the class. . . . 
Obviously there is a time when you do instruct . . . but when students are taking 
what they learn and the knowledge that they have and kind of applying it [that is 
rewarding]. (C. Quinn, personal communication, April 11, 2012) 
 
Knowledge, in Chloe’s class, was constructed within the group and the joint construction 
phase of the TLC allowed them to “work with guidance” and then apply the knowledge 
they gained during this process to their independent writing. Chloe designed her teaching 
based on the needs of her students. Rather than dictating what they had to learn, she 
allowed them to “explore” and used their ideas as a springboard for her lessons during 
their personal recount unit. In line with learner centered practices, for example, was her 
use of students’ personal recount topics during joint construction, like Vilma’s experience 
with the horse and Felix getting locked in the airplane bathroom. She also designed 
activities that matched students’ interests, including writing rock cycle rap songs and 
creating cell models and writing procedures about how this was done, showing her use of 
learner centered practices.  
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Personalized. Chloe developed personalized relationships, or those based on 
knowing students to a high degree (see Sizer, 1999) with her students. Sizer (1999) 
contends, “We cannot teach students well if we do not know them well” (Sizer, 1999, p. 
6). Chloe appeared interested in getting to know her students. Activities, such as creating 
a recipe book of students’ favorite holiday meals, along with learning about them through 
their recounts, helped her know them. 
Furthermore, personalization is at the heart of the Coalition of Essential schools 
movement, as noted on their website: 
To capitalize on this personalization, decisions about the details of the course 
of study, the use of students' and teachers' time and the choice of teaching 
materials and specific pedagogies must be unreservedly placed in the hands 
of the principal and staff” (Coalition of Essential Schools, n.d.). 
 
She seemed to strive for creating personalized relationships with them. She carefully 
chose teaching materials that inspired students, like mentor texts of interest, and used 
pedagogical tools, like the TLC that matched their academic needs.  
Related to getting to know her students well was the care Chloe displayed towards 
her students. Her level of care deeply influenced her teaching, as she often talked about 
having a “love” for her students. This became striking during an interview on April 11, 
2011 (at this time Chloe had left St. E’s to work at a charter school and was having 
difficulty adjusting to the new environment and new students):  
I like the people that I work with a lot but the kids are really, really tough . . . This 
has never happened to me. This is such a weird feeling. I really haven't connected 
with any of the kids. I mean, I have connected and I have made relationships but . 
. . it's not like the kids at St. E’s where I felt like I really, really loved them. (C. 




When I mentioned how much students missed her, she replied,  “I know, I know. I love 
them . . . a couple of them have sent me letters” (C. Quinn, personal communication, 
April 11, 2012). And, when asked what she enjoyed most about working at St. Elizabeth, 
she noted how much she cared about students: 
The thing I enjoyed most about working there was the students. I just I loved the 
students. I loved that they . . . really appreciated their teachers. They were really 
respectful. I felt like they really wanted to learn and also it's not really specific to 
the classroom and the actual teaching aspects but the community of St. E’s was 
really special. (C. Quinn, personal communication, April 11, 2012) 
 
As part of her care for students, Chloe created a sense of community in her class. 
Students often expressed a common sense of joy while learning and seemed to enjoy 
being a part of a group. Chloe was energetic and excited about her work, and this 
enthusiasm spread to students. For example, one afternoon Chloe finished a chapter in 
her read aloud, The Wayside School (Sachar, 1996), while students cheered for more. She 
then announced they would continue working on personal recounts and students 
responded with enthusiasm again, as seen in fieldnotes:  
Students: One more, one more [chanting].  
Chloe: If we have time at the end [of class]. Now we’re going to work on our 
personal recounts. 
Students: Yay! [Students cheering]. 
 
At his point the students chorally responded, “Yes!” and cheered for circle time 
when they would gather on the carpet as Chloe read to them. Chloe told them to 
“quietly move their desks” and gather on the floor for their read aloud. 
(Fieldnotes, September 28, 2011) 
 
Chloe cared deeply about her students and created an environment in which many 
students exhibited excitement about literacy instruction. She got to know them and 
designed instruction that seemed to engage them. As highlighted previously, for instance, 
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they cheered for her to continue reading aloud to them. When Chloe said they would 
work on personal recounts, they cheered and excitedly moved desks to make space on the 
floor as Chloe prepared to read to them from a mentor text to introduce them to how 
published authors write recounts. Noddings (1992) contends, “[T]he first job of the 
schools is to care for our children” (p. xiv). Chloe did just that. Her energy and interest in 
SFL-informed instruction along with her care for them fueled a sense of excitement 
among the students, which, in turn, engaged them in the writing process. Chloe’s 
relationships with students were personalized. She got to know her students and engaged 
them in learning activities that they enjoyed. 
Hierarchical vs. egalitarian. Chloe strove to create a classroom in which she 
shared power with her students, in which relationships were egalitarian. This was 
particularly evident during the joint construction phase of the TLC when she let students’ 
ideas drive the lessons. She drove the lesson, on some levels, by asking guiding questions 
but also let the students share their ideas, critique one another’s writing in respectful 
ways, and use their ideas as a springboard for lessons throughout the personal recount 
unit. Relationships are paramount in successful educational settings (Wolf, et al., 2000).  
Additionally, she was often physically at the students’ level, be it sitting with 
them in small groups or alongside them on the floor when deconstructing mentor texts 
and assisting with independent writing. This was symbolic of her desire to share power 







Recognition of the Needs of English Learners 
 
Another dimension that seemed to play a role in shaping teachers’ reactions to 
SFL-informed PD was recognizing the needs of English learners on multiple levels: 
pedagogical, academic content, constructivist, and affective. On this dimension, Chloe 
was positioned at a +1.875, largely showing strong attention to the needs of ELs.  
Pedagogical. Complementing her care for her students but on an academic level 
was Chloe’s recognition of the needs of English learners. In terms of her teaching style, 
Chloe used the TLC to teach writing. In fact, at an academic research conference on 
teaching English as a second language, my colleagues and I highlighted Chloe’s work 
with SFL-informed instruction. We maintained that her implementation of the joint 
construction phase of the teaching/learning cycle was unique and especially beneficial for 
ELs, though it could also benefit native English speakers. Never before had we seen a 
teacher use students’ work to begin joint construction. In other words, when working 
with the co-construction phase, teachers often write about a topic separate from what 
those students actually write about. Instead, Chloe recognized the needs of her ELs and 
asked students to share their ideas and then they wrote together about authentic topics. 
When asked why she did this, Chloe explained:  
I really think the reason I did it was because it was a concrete example of exactly 
what I wanted them to do. And also especially with so many - I had 20 English 
language learners in the class—that I felt like if it was their own idea they would 
be able to explain it to someone else. Rather than if we came up with something. 
If I gave them the idea and we came up with something totally random - it would 
be more difficult for them to talk about it with each other. And with their own 





She, therefore, used student ideas to provide clear examples of what she expected 
students to do in each phase of their recount writing, which is important for the language 
development of ELs (Gibbons, 2009). 
As the overwhelming majority of students in Chloe’s class were ELs, in our 
interview I asked if she noticed differences in terms of how she taught writing using an 
SFL-informed approach that benefitted them: 
I think that the mentor texts probably did help a lot of them because…[they] were 
more examples [of what was expected in the recount genre]. But that is one of the 
things that I struggle with - really reaching the students more - the students that - I 
don't really know the correct terminology - who were lower or you know did not 
know the English language as well….That was one of the things I found difficult 
because it was like they understood the concept but…sometimes their writing 
ended up being so all over the place and disjointed. I found it difficult to really 
reach them in a meaningful way but I think that the mentor texts probably were 
the most effective thing that I used. (C. Quinn, personal communication April 11, 
2012) 
 
In this remark, Chloe acknowledged the importance of one key element of SFL-
informed instruction and the teaching/learning cycle highlighted in PD sessions: using 
mentor texts as models of a given genre (See Derewianka, 1990; Gibbons, 2009; Rothery, 
1996). Mentor texts are good examples of written language. Though recognizing a need 
to work further with language, she incorporated mentor texts into her teaching and noted 
how powerful they were for ELs. As many of Chloe’s students were learning English as a 
new language they benefitted from studying published recounts because they provided 
examples of what authors include in the various phases of their texts (orientation, body, 
and conclusion) and the types of language used.  
One way teachers can attend to the needs of ELs is through the use of the SFL 
teaching/learning cycle. Clearly in the instances highlighted earlier from the personal 
 	  
173 
recount unit, Chloe applied ideas shared in both weekly PD meetings and the monthly 
meeting with MEB and used the TLC as a learning tool to support the needs of ELs.  
Academic content. One of the major benefits of teaching with SFL for ELs is the 
emphasis on language (Brisk & Zisselsberger, 2011; Schleppegrell & Go, 2007) which, 
in my framework I define as academic content. Throughout the personal recount unit 
Chloe explicitly taught about language features of recounts, including noun groups and 
verb tense. As discussed in our weekly meetings, at the monthly professional 
development meetings with MEB, and presented in the SFL-informed Teachers’ Manual, 
various language features are best taught with certain genres. For personal recounts, for 
example, noun groups and verb tense are relevant features. As meeting the needs of all 
learners was important to her, Chloe also wanted to be sure to be teaching the most 
relevant elements. MEB discussed noun groups at her professional development meeting 
in October, and the following week Chloe asked: “So one girl wrote, ‘My dad is bald’ 
when introducing the participants. Is that bad? I told her to. I think I told her to” 
(Fieldnotes, October 19, 2011). Chloe was concerned. She told the students to describe 
their participants and one student wrote about her father being bald. She was not sure if 
that was relevant information, though she told the girl to be “more descriptive.”  
Additionally, at their October PD meeting, MEB spoke about the importance of 
verb types and variety in personal recounts: “In any form of recount or narrative, there 
are going to be many different types of verbs.” She then asked the teachers in attendance, 
“Do you find that in the kids’ [writing] or do they use the same verbs?” (PD Meeting, 
October 7, 2011). At one of our weekly PD meetings Chloe said they were “working on 
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verbs” (Fieldnotes, October 26, 2011) in their recount study, and I observed her teaching 
mainly about verb tense, evidence that she attended to academic content that benefitted 
ELs. 
Chloe’s emphasis on both verbs and teaching language more generally were 
evident in her classroom instruction, skills which were part off academic content. As 
previously mentioned, many of Chloe’s students were learning English as a second 
language and the past tense of irregular verbs often proved difficult. This is another topic 
that MEB introduced in her PD meetings and Chloe integrated into her teaching.  In 
October she asked students about verb tense wondering out loud as they were co-
constructing text, “Did this happen now or in the past? Is this something that already 
happened?” As students said it was in the past she asked about the past tense of have. 
They answered, “had” and she wrote it on the whiteboard so they could use it in their 
own writing.  
The conversation that occurred in early November while jointly constructing part 
of Vilma’s experience with the horse on her uncle’s farm further revealed Chloe’s 
emphasis on teaching language. Students were highly involved, writing together and 
sharing ideas. There was particular attention to verb tense with Chloe asking, “Did this 
happen in the past or the present?” Later, a student wanted to know whether the 
description of the horse should be in the past: he emphasized the “was” when asking for 
clarification, “The horse was tall and black?” Acknowledging that he was attending to 
verb tense, Chloe said, “I like the way you are thinking.” Chloe continually assessed 
students knowledge of language features. 
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 Students asked one another and Chloe clarifying questions to make their writing 
more precise, such as, “Did the horse have a name?” One student also suggested 
changing the text to, “The horse I was riding…” instead of just writing, “The horse….” 
Both Chloe and her students used SFL metalanguage, such as orientation in their 
conversation. They attended to pronoun use when Chloe reminded students they could 
use “he” since they had already introduced Vilma’s uncle in the text. This is all evidence 
that Chloe recognized the learning need of ELs and used key elements of SFL in her 
teaching. 
Students were interested in constructing sentences that vividly depicted the scene 
of their classmate’s personal recount. They had a long conversation about how best to 
describe the blood that appeared on the horse Vilma rode. Students offered suggestions 
such as, “I saw the blood dripping slowly and covering the horse’s hair.” Others insisted 
they use a synonym for blood, like “Red liquid” or “DNA.” With Chloe’s guidance in 
collaboratively constructing the text, they considered verb tense and word choice in the 
recount. They built an image of the horse that fell and made careful choices with 
language. This is the essence of SFL and what I characterize as academic content in my 
framework: learning to make choices about language use based on audience and text 
purpose. Chloe directed students’ writing by employing elements of SFL-informed 
instruction, including the use of co-construction and the emphasis on students learning to 
make choices with language. Students actively participated in lessons, which reinforced 
Chloe’s teaching with SFL. 
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Chloe attended to various language features in recounts when working with 
Ever’s recount. Doing so is essential for helping ELs learn academic English (Christie & 
Derewianka, 2008; Cummins, 1996; Zwiers, 2007).  First, she asked, “Did this happen 
now or in the past?” reminding students that recounts use the past tense. Then, she 
inquired, “What’s the past tense of have?” This is key for ELs, as MEB told teachers at 
the Summer Institute, since irregular past tense verbs can be especially difficult, as 
evidenced by the fact a student responded, “Was.” Chloe also reminded students to be 
precise, asking guiding questions like, “Who is they?” when Ever referred to his 
teammates, again indicating how she continually assessed their learning during joint 
construction and recognized the need to focus on language when working with ELs. Once 
they completed their paragraph and read it aloud Chloe said, “Don’t start every sentence 
with I,” requesting they add variety to their writing.  
Moreover, when Felix used the term, “freaking out,” Chloe reminded students to 
focus on their audience and make language choices, in this case verbs, based on whom 
they are writing for. She continued, “You might use language, different types of language 
with different people.” The exchange ended with one student recommending Felix use a 
more precise verb, insisting he use “plead” to better capture his sense of helplessness.  
Additionally, the importance of teaching grammar in context to English learners 
arose numerous times in our weekly PD meetings (See Christie & Derewianka, 2008; 
Derewianka, 1990, 1999). MEB discussed that one benefit of using SFL-informed 
instruction was its explicit focus on the teaching of language, through lessons on verb 
tense, for example. Chloe realized the need to focus on language with those learning 
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English as a new language and asked for recommendations about how to best do so. This 
is evidenced in the following excerpt from my fieldnotes during a weekly PD meeting 
with Chloe, my university colleague, and me:  
We were discussing how to grade ELs and grammar. Chloe said that she is having 
trouble teaching grammar. She wants to devote more time to it but has such 
disjointed language arts classes – 30 minutes here, 30 there, before lunch, first 
thing in the morning. Again she mentioned feeling overwhelmed with having to 
plan for 5 classes . . . I said that I found my subsequent years (after the first) to be 
a bit more manageable in terms of planning. I reminded her that she is doing such 
a great job. . . . We also discussed making grammar teaching functional. [My 
university colleague] offered a great idea of bringing grammar into book clubs by 
having someone be the “grammar guru” and searching the chapters for verbs and 
the like. That would make language part of their current curriculum . . . [and] 
make it functional. I added that the students would benefit from the grammar 
lessons being contextualized, especially ELs. That it would be more meaningful. 
We talked about doing scavenger hunts also for language features, such as 
adjectives – using the mentor texts in that regard. (Fieldnotes, November 30, 
2011) 
 
Learning grammar in context benefits ELs (Christie & Derewianka, 2008; 
Derewianka, 1990). Our weekly conversations with Chloe were rich with examples of 
how she was committed to teaching language in meaningful ways, particularly to ELs, 
asking questions about how best to meet their language needs when she noticed they were 
getting “the concepts” but had trouble expressing ideas in writing. My colleague and I 
brainstormed ways she could teach grammar in context, through book clubs and during 
the phases of the TLC. As noted above, we recommended that Chloe have students search 
mentor texts to see how authors use elements of language, like adjectives, thereby 
studying “language in action.” All of the examples provided above relate to the fact that 
Chloe recognized the needs of ELs and, as such, regularly taught language, or academic 
content, to them. 
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Constructivist. Chloe’s teaching was constructivist in nature (see Palincsar, 
1998; Vygotsky, 1978) and based largely on scaffolding. Throughout the genre unit, 
Chloe used a number of SFL-informed techniques to help students write personal 
recounts, all of which were rooted in scaffolding students’ knowledge; knowledge was 
co-constructed in her class. Though new to SFL, Chloe skillfully moved students through 
various stages of the teaching/learning cycle (see Derewianka, 1990; Martin, 2009; 
Rothery, 1996) and regularly scaffolded their knowledge of how to write a recount. As 
part of the TLC, Chloe talked to students about the genre itself by asking what a recount 
is. Then, she deconstructed text with them by reading aloud mentor texts, like Owl Moon. 
Chloe spent considerable time working with students in the joint construction phase of 
the TLC, which gave students the chance to work collaboratively and build language 
skills while interacting with one another (Cummins, 1996; Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 
2008; Gibbons, 2009; Lessow-Hurley, 1999; Richard-Amato, 1996; Verplaetse, 2008). In 
essence, collaborative activities such as joint construction reflect constructivist teaching 
practices, allowing Chloe and her students to create knowledge together. Together, they 
discovered how best to write personal recounts.  
As part of her constructivist methods, Chloe scaffolded student learning. Using 
students’ ideas for personal recounts, Chloe modeled how to write various parts of their 
texts, like the orientation, body, and conclusion before moving them into independent 
construction.  Throughout their studies, she guided students through the writing process 
by co-constructing texts. She built off students’ ideas, such as when she asked Ever to 
“give [the class] background on what you’re going to write.” Then, the class, as a team, 
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helped write parts of the text, like the orientation. During joint construction she 
continually assessed student learning and used guiding questions to help them decide 
what to write, asking questions such as, “What else do we want to know?” and drawing 
on Vilma’s example to ask, “Where do you think that would best fit?” Throughout the 
genre unit she scaffolded how to write a personal recount and got positive feedback from 
the students, who were active participants during the joint construction phase of the TLC. 
During joint construction of text Chloe and her students constructed knowledge together.  
At both the Summer Institute and October PD meeting, MEB stressed the 
importance scaffolding student writing (see Gibbons, 2009; Zwiers, 2008), as did my 
colleague and I during our weekly meetings with Chloe. To further scaffold their 
knowledge of how to write a recount she used various graphic organizers, including one 
for the orientation and two more for the body of the text, a timeline and a visual to help 
students write details about major events in their recount. These visual scaffolds are 
beneficial for all students but particularly beneficial for ELs (Gibbons, 2009; Zwiers, 
2008). Additionally, Chloe reinforced the idea that simply copying the events off of the 
organizers would not provide sufficient detail for their entire essay. Scaffolding was a 
regular and integral part of Chloe’s instruction and linked to her constructivist practices.  
Affective. Chloe also attended to the affective elements of teaching with SFL by 
creating a supportive climate for her students. As a result, Students willingly took risks in 
their writing and in the feedback they offered to peers. Instances of this involvement 
included when one student insisted that his classmate use the word, “pleaded” in his 
personal recount and the conversation involving Vilma’s recount of her experience at her 
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uncle’s farm when students discussed the various ways to describe the blood on the 
horse’s hoof. They shared their ideas, experienced the benefits of doing so through 
positive feedback from both Chloe and their peers, so they continued.  
Additionally, Chloe effectively lowered the affective filter for her students (See 
Krashen, 1981), setting a context for them to experiment more freely with their new 
language. A number of examples surfaced during the personal recount unit, including 
when students wrote three orientations and voted on which they preferred and when 
Chloe asked them to put their thumbs up or down to indicate their opinion about a 
paragraph they co-constructed. In the series of exchanges when Chloe and students 
jointly constructed a paragraph of the body of Vilma’s personal recount, students were 
highly involved in, and excited about, the writing process. Also by asking students to 
vote on changes to the paragraph, she further encouraged collaboration in the process of 
co-constructing a text, an essential part of the teaching/learning cycle and engendered 
enthusiasm for writing.  
Student behavior in Chloe’s class seemed to speak to the power of her attention to 
their affective needs, especially for ELs. Students in Chloe’s class became highly 
involved in phases of the teaching/learning cycle, talking to each other and freely offering 
meaningful suggestions about sentence placement and word choice. As they remarked, “I 
think you should add a sentence here,” or “I would use this word.” Chloe created a low 
risk environment. On one occasion a classmate insisted his peer incorporate the word 
“pleaded” into his writing because it was much more specific. Building oral language 
skills is particularly powerful for students who are learning English as a new language 
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(Brisk, 2012; Gibbons, 2003, 2009), as is allowing them multiple opportunities to interact 
with one another as they use their new language (Cummins, 1996; Lessow-Hurley, 1999; 
Richard-Amato, 1996). Chloe encouraged students to take risks and created a low risk 
environment for them. The TLC is effective in getting students to talk through various 
phases of their writing. From deconstructing text by discussing mentor texts to helping 
one another write orientations, students shared ideas orally and then wrote independently 
both of which derived from the low risk environment Chloe created. In this regard, Chloe 
attended to the affective dimensions of helping them write recounts.  
View of Writing 
 
Another important dimension that helped explain teachers’ uptake of SFL-
informed instruction was their view of writing. On this continuum, Chloe was positioned 
at +2. She taught writing across the curriculum and integrated SFL into her teaching to a 
high degree.  
Writing across the curriculum. Chloe did not just teach writing in her language 
arts classes but also in her science classes with sixth, seventh, and eighth grade students. 
In fact, on one of my first visits to her class, Chloe told students, “We will be writing in 
all areas. You might just think that writing is for language arts. No. You will see [writing] 
in your science, history, and math classes too,” emphasizing the point that writing was 
important across the content areas (Fieldnotes, September 21, 2011). 
Later at a mid-November weekly PD meeting, Chloe, my colleague, and I talked 
further about how to bring writing into her teaching across the content areas, including 
language arts and science. We spoke about continuing her book clubs, how Chloe aimed 
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to begin a new SFL unit on procedures (another SFL genre), and how in her science 
classes she wanted to begin multiple new genres: reports with eighth grade and 
explanations with sixth. At this point she also mentioned starting a fictional narrative 
study with her sixth grade students in their English language arts classes after they 
completed their personal recount unit (Meeting Notes, November 15, 2011).  
Chloe’s decision to teach fictional narratives after recounts is also reflective of her 
commitment to SFL-informed instruction and the positive feedback she got in planning 
with my colleague and me. When discussing what genre she would teach after the 
recount unit, Chloe turned to her textbook and then remarked spiritedly, “I think we 
should just choose the genre we want to do. I want to be creative!” (Fieldnotes, October 
19, 2011). Rather than allowing the textbook to guide her instruction, Chloe took the 
principal, Kerry’s advice to integrate language instruction into her teaching of writing 
with SFL. I noted in my fieldnotes how Kerry told Chloe to abandon the grammar 
textbook and teach language through her teaching of writing with SFL: 
On my first visit to St. E’s Kerry (the principal) had a long meeting with Chloe 
about teaching writing and reading and using the old Journeys Grammar (Sauber-
Sellen, 1995) textbook and their basal reader and how to fit it all with SFL. Kerry 
said, “Put aside the Journeys [text] for now since MEB will be covering language 
features.” Kerry mentioned twice that Chloe had a lot of questions and would 
have lots of questions for us. (Fieldnotes September 14, 2011) 
 
Chloe showed a great deal of interest in bringing SFL instruction to her science classes 
with reports and explanations in addition to teaching fictional narratives in language arts. 
Her enthusiasm for the SFL project ran high and I cautioned: “It is okay to go slowly and 
just try out one genre at a time; we don’t want you to burn out.” I encouraged her to focus 
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on a couple aspects of the genres, like highlighting noun groups in reports rather than 
trying to do everything at once (Meeting Notes, November 15, 2011). 
In the weekly PD meetings, my colleague and I discussed with Chloe what 
worked in lessons we observed and what could be changed, answered questions she had 
about both teaching and SFL theory, and offered resources to enhance her instruction. We 
helped support her interest in teaching writing across the curriculum, a practice that is 
beneficial for students (see Applebee & Langer, 2006, 2011; Graham & Perin, 2007a; 
The National Commission on Writing, 2003). Though not specifically tied to SFL-
informed instruction, we also counseled her about how to bring practices, such as 
literature circles/book clubs, into her teaching. Because the students had been reading 
Hatchet in language arts class, which is a fictional narrative, when she announced she 
was going to write in that genre after she finished working with personal recounts I told 
her she could use it as a mentor text with which students would already be familiar. 
Chloe was committed to teaching writing across the curriculum. 
Though I only observed instruction in language arts classes, at our weekly PD 
meetings Chloe, my university colleague, and I spoke about Chloe’s work with writing 
across subject matter, since she also taught math and science at St. E’s. Chloe taught 
procedures in science with the sixth graders. In November the sixth graders were 
finishing a cell model project and writing procedures about that project in science class, 
hence they were studying another genre in SFL. To model how to write a procedure, 
Chloe and the students first co-constructed a procedure regarding a task that was common 
to them: how to study using flashcards. She thought they would be familiar with this 
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content and therefore easily able to write about it. Then they built a model of a cell and 
wrote about their process using academic vocabulary (including words such as cell wall 
and nucleus). Chloe said “They [the students] had never been asked to do a project 
before. They didn’t know how. I pulled out the clay and they were like, ‘Yay!’” 
(Fieldnotes, September 28, 2011).   After students wrote the cell-model procedure they 
then further practiced the genre while writing procedures for how to make a dish of their 
choosing for a whole-class book of holiday recipes.  
Again mid-November the students reacted similarly to an innovative project in 
Chloe’s class, as if they were hungry for something different in the curriculum. This is 
excitement about doing a hands-on activity was evidenced when Chloe showed students 
some YouTube videos related to the rock cycle that featured rap songs.  The students 
expressed interest in relating music to their science studies and talked about how they 
were going to write their own rock cycle rap songs. Chloe chuckled and said, “Slow 
down. I haven't even given you the assignment yet” (Fieldnotes, November 16, 2011).  
A prime example of cross-curricular writing surfaced when representatives from 
the agency that funded the over-arching SFL partnership visited Chloe’s classroom. 
Kerry led the discussion and asked students to explain to the visitors what they had 
written so far in the semester. They shared topics such as, “personal recounts, something 
that really happened, past tense, introduction, orientation, body, introduction, conclusion, 
verbs, and adjectives.” They used SFL metalanguage and I smiled. Barbara, from the 
funding agency, looked to me acknowledging how wonderful it was to hear them using 
those terms. Then, they talked about procedures and writing recipes. Kerry asked about 
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their cell project and Vilma sprang from her chair and hurriedly ran to get her colorful 
clay model from her locker to show to the guests.  
Kerry then asked them to recreate the procedure for the visitors. One began: “Get 
straws and clay.” At this point, fearing they forgot an important step and attending to 
detail, a boy added “We are first supposed to draw it out on paper.” Kerry inquired about 
the difference between the outer layer of the cell of a plant and an animal. After they 
answered, it was time for the guests to leave. The students clapped and thanked them for 
visiting. We all exited and shook hands with the guests saying how lovely it is at St. E’s. 
(Fieldnotes, December 13, 2011)  
Students responded well to writing across the curriculum. As my fieldnotes 
reveal, students showed their level of interest in their writing in multiple ways. They not 
only demonstrated how excited they were about their writing projects but also how much 
SFL metalanguage they had learned during personal recount and procedure writing. They 
used key terminology such as orientation, body, conclusion, and recount and attended to 
language features such as verbs and adjectives, evidence that they transferred skills 
across content areas. Vilma was so eager to talk about her cell project that she ran to her 
locker to get the model to show the visitors. She and her classmates gave the guests a 
step-by-step account of what they did to create their models. One even corrected his peer 
to be more accurate stating that they first drew their model out on paper before they 
began to build it. Students were invested in their SFL-informed work in both language 
arts and science class. 
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Clearly, Chloe viewed writing as her responsibility. She taught writing in both her 
language arts and her science classes. Offering students the chance to write across content 
areas can boost student writing achievement (Graham & Perin, 2007, 2007a; Newell, et 
al., 2007; The National Commission on Writing, 2003; NCTE, 2006). Chloe self-
identified as a language arts teacher: At the close of one of our weekly meetings Chloe 
stated, “I love teaching language arts. I am more worried about the science [which she 
also taught to sixth, seventh, and eighth graders]” (Fieldnotes, October 19, 2011). Yet she 
took ownership over the subject matter and saw herself as a teacher of language. On 
numerous occasions she commented on how difficult it was for her to teach math to sixth 
grade, language arts also to sixth, and science to all middle school grades. Planning for so 
many classes was taking up much of her time after school hours. Chloe’s comment, “If I 
could just be a language arts teacher” (Fieldnotes, October 5, 2011) is indicative of her 
desire to focus on literacy teaching. Though she overwhelmed by having to teach so 
many subjects to multiple middle grades, Chloe enjoyed teaching language arts and 
embraced using SFL-informed instruction across content areas.  
Integrated vs. add-on. Additionally, writing was central to Chloe’s curriculum. 
Chloe thought carefully about various elements of SFL-informed instruction and figured 
out how to meaningfully integrate SFL into her curriculum. She regularly taught SFL-
informed genres and the various phases of the teaching/learning cycle. Since she had 
adopted major aspects of SFL-informed instruction since my first visit in September, her 
assessment of student learning through writing followed the pattern we recommend as 
part of SFL: scaffolding students’ writing through the joint construction of text and using 
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graphic organizers (Gibbons, 2009). For the personal recount genre she asked students to 
write about a time when they, like the protagonist in Hatchet, the book they had all read, 
had to overcome a challenge. As part of their recounts, Chloe asked students to complete 
various graphic organizers, all of which came from the Teachers’ Manual. These 
included: 
• Writing who, what, when, and where, the key elements of their orientation 
• Writing three potential orientations 
• Listing the events of the body of their text on a timeline  
• Writing details about each main event  
Chloe was teaching the book Hatchet and after receiving SFL-informed PD, she 
integrated a personal recount assignment into her curriculum.  
She also assigned response to literature questions in their book clubs and 
procedures in science (how to make a cell model). Her use of SFL-informed instruction, 
therefore, cut across content areas and was an integral part of her instruction. She did not 
view it as something to “add on” to her teaching which would look more like a single 
lesson or two on writing rather than a genre unit that cut across many weeks of 
instruction; rather she meaningfully integrated the ideas from SFL-informed professional 
development into her teaching by figuring out how SFL would fit into her existing 
curriculum. Studying cells was part of their science curriculum, for example, so Chloe 
chose to study procedures and teach students how to make a cell model, evidence that she 




Commitment to Professional Growth  
Yet another factor that influenced Chloe’s response to PD aimed at helping 
teachers at St. E’s incorporate SFL-informed instruction into their teaching was her 
commitment to professional growth. On this continuum she scored consistently high, 
with a +2 overall. 
Involvement in PD.  Chloe was highly involved in multiple SFL-informed PD 
efforts. She was an active participate at the Summer Institute. As highlighted previously, 
Chloe also enthusiastically attended monthly meetings with MEB, asking questions that 
reflected her commitment to teaching writing and her developing understanding of SFL-
informed instruction. In addition, she met with my colleague and me weekly about her 
teaching, discussing student work and her plans for writing instruction.  
Weekly conversations with my colleague and me were a support for Chloe and a 
place to share resources. In a mid-year survey she wrote:  
It has been helpful to have your support along the way. I love our weekly 
meetings where I share what I am doing and you give me feedback as to what 
works and what else I could try. I also love having you both [my colleague and I] 
in my classroom as I teach to support both me and my students. (Mid-year 
Survey, December 2011)  
 
In our interview in April, she echoed this sentiment:  
 
I really enjoyed meeting with you [author] and [fellow doctoral student] every 
week and just talking about different ways I could teach the writing and different 
ways I could improve my teaching in general because you guys helped me a lot 
with my reading activities. That's not necessarily what you were there to teach me 
but you did teach me things about ways to teach reading as well. So I really 
enjoyed our meetings together and found those really helpful. . . . That I think was 
the best part. I liked the binder [SFL Teachers’ Manual] too because I know it 
never looked like I was organized, but before I became a teacher I was so 
organized. So I liked that because everything was laid out; everything was 
organized. I knew exactly where to go when I was teaching a certain type of 
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writing. And, I liked that the graphic organizers were there and the example of the 
lessons of where to start. I thought that was really helpful. (C. Quinn, personal 
communication, April 11, 2012) 
 
Our weekly meetings were a place for my colleague and me to share resources with 
Chloe and for her to process ideas she had about using SFL and teaching more generally. 
In these discussions, we also affirmed her instructional decisions, which further fueled 
her use of SFL. She put these ideas into action in her teaching.  
Implementation of new pedagogical techniques/use of resources. Furthermore, 
Chloe not only attended meetings with MEB, my colleague, and me but she also utilized 
the resources and instructional methods we shared with her in various professional 
development meetings and in the Teachers’ Manual. Her instruction during the personal 
recount unit indicated that Chloe’s teaching aligned with various elements of SFL-
informed instruction. She also used the SFL teaching/learning cycle to teach writing. She 
read aloud the mentor text, Owl Moon, to build students’ knowledge of the genre and its 
language demands. This accords with the first and second phases of the SFL TLC, 
negotiating field in which students become more familiar with the demands of a genre 
they will employ and deconstructing mentor texts to learn about the language and 
structure of a genre (Derewianka, 1990; Gibbons, 2009; Rothery, 1996).  
Further, she modeled how to write more precisely by jointly constructing text 
with students, a process which served multiple purposes: it scaffolded students’ 
knowledge of the overall expectations of the genre, it provided a model for their own 
writing, it taught them what information should be included in the orientation, and it 
allowed for increased collaboration between Chloe and her students and between 
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students. Chloe taught them to include who, what, and when in the introduction to their 
personal recounts, something that continued in future lessons. She scaffolded their 
understanding of what to write in a recount by deconstructing and co-constructing text 
with them, which benefits the writing of ELs (Brisk, Horan, & MacDonald, 2008; 
Gibbons, 2009). 
All of the resource sharing that occurred in weekly PD meetings is important as it 
shows Chloe’s commitment to enhancing literacy instruction for her students but also 
because it represents her willingness to implement new ideas for which she finds 
practical value in her teaching. Students responded well to our suggestions, like read 
alouds and book clubs, which further strengthened the collaborative relationship between 
Chloe and us. Clearly, Chloe embraced SFL instruction. She asked questions about 
planning instruction or items she has read in the SFL-informed Teachers’ Manual. Chloe 
took sections of the Teachers’ Manual home to study each night. She read about how 
orientations should include key information such as the who, when, and where in a 
personal recount and was going to use one of the graphic organizers to help students 
write opening sentences. Some wrote very bland statements like, “My dad and I went to 
the zoo,” so we discussed how students could deconstruct mentor texts to see how 
published authors wrote introductions to personal recounts.  
Further evidence of the resource sharing and implementation of new pedagogical 
techniques and ideas that occurred was Chloe’s implementation of literature circles. My 
colleague and I introduced these books clubs to her in our weekly PD meetings. I emailed 
her a series of files linked to literature circles that I used in one of my university courses. 
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She was interested in starting these groups with her students and was not sure how best to 
do so, as shown in the following passage from my fieldnotes: 
We talked to Chloe about beginning literature circles in her class. She is worried 
that some kids are not reading Hatchet, though they are supposed to. We are 
going to send her some materials. [University colleague] has some role sheets 
from Harvey Daniels who is like the father of literature circles, while I have the 
PowerPoint slides from my reading class. We are both going to email her. She is 
going to introduce the various roles [specific tasks linked to enhancing reading 
comprehension that students assume like word wizards who search for new 
vocabulary and illustrators who draw significant events from the reading], then 
we are going to come in on Tuesday of next week – one 30-minute period before 
lunch and one 30-minute period after to begin working on them. Chloe was 
nervous that between now and then she would not have enough time to introduce 
the roles. We recommended doing two a day – just to get them started because 
they – at sixth grade – are probably familiar with the tasks, like summarizing and 
finding vocabulary words. (Fieldnotes, September 28, 2011) 
 
She implemented these groups the following week and continued to run them throughout 
the semester, proof of her commitment to collaboration, her use of resources we shared, 
and her desire to help meet the learning needs of all of her students. As Chloe began to 
work with these book groups in her class, we brainstormed ways to help students become 
more familiar with roles they would play during their book club meetings. I 
recommended she show YouTube videos of meetings such as Socratic seminars to 
familiarize students with text-based dialogue (Fieldnotes, November 16, 2011). 
From the beginning of my observations in Chloe’s class in September and 
throughout our weekly meetings I noted how eager she was to implement new ideas and 
strategies in her teaching from PD meetings both in regards to SFL, specifically, and 
literacy more generally. For example, at one of our first weekly meetings she had 
gathered eight personal recount mentor texts, the names of which she located in the 
Teachers’ Manual (Fieldnotes, September 28, 2011). At our initial PD meeting in 
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September, I suggested to Chloe that she read aloud to students each day from a chapter 
book, even if it was only for fifteen minutes. I mentioned how important it can be for all 
students, but English learners in particular, for oral language development. The following 
week she told me how powerful it was. She said that she “loves reading aloud. The 
students love it and it is fun [for her]” (Fieldnotes, September 28, 2011). Chloe added that 
she much prefers reading aloud from a chapter book than reading “straight from the text 
[book]” as many of her colleagues do. She found reading aloud from the textbook to be 
“so boring” but asked me if not engaging in this practice made her a “bad teacher” 
(Fieldnotes, September 28, 2011). 
Her comment above, about “being a bad teacher” because she decided not to 
“read straight from the text [book],” was a reference to an “old” way of teaching at St. 
Elizabeth’s, wherein teachers read aloud to students from the textbook word-for-word. It 
became evident, throughout my conversations with teachers and my observations of 
classes, that this form of teaching was prevalent. Chloe, however, moved away from this 
traditional form of instruction. This incident was symbolic: Chloe was trying new 
teaching methods, as part of SFL-informed instruction. Our weekly PD meetings 
affirmed her. I recommended she do a read aloud because there were so many ELs in her 
class. Her students responded well to this idea. Professional collaboration gave her both 
technical and emotional support.  
Chloe was committed to professional growth on a number of levels: she was 
highly involved in PD meetings with MEB, my colleague, and me. In addition, she 
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brought pedagogical tools, like the TLC and graphic organizers, and ideas we discussed, 
like read alouds and literature circles, to her teaching.   
Reliance on textbooks vs. evolving curriculum. As part of her commitment to 
professional growth, Chloe seemed to view curriculum as evolving. She taught from 
multiple texts, rather than straight from a single textbook and allowed ideas for what she 
would teach next to generate from her lessons. In other words, she did not have a preset 
curriculum but one that evolved. In our interview Chloe commented on how different 
SFL-informed instruction and a more constructivist approach to writing was for her ELs, 
as opposed to a more traditional model of reading from a text and answering a series of 
comprehension questions:  
I liked when they had an idea and I encouraged them to spice it up or to make it 
more exciting. I thought that was fun because . . . some of them I think had been 
just so used to writing in a very concrete way and I think it was fun to get them to 
realize, “Oh you can be more creative and you can play with words and make it 
more interesting for the reader,” rather than writing so explicitly and like word for 
word. (C. Quinn, personal communication, April 11, 2012) 
 
This emphasis on choosing more exciting, more precise language was welcomed by 
students, who participated actively in co-construction lessons, as shown in comments 
students made when critiquing peers’ writing, such as, "I think we need to add some more 
sparkles!" ELs in Chloe’s class engaged with both oral and written English as Chloe 
taught using SFL-informed instruction, which can enhance their language skills (See 
Brisk, 2012). For example, attention to written language while using mentor texts and 
frequent opportunities to orally discuss their ideas with peers (Cummins, 1996; Lessow-
Hurley, 1999; Richard-Amato, 1996) during joint construction were beneficial to their 
overall language development (Gibbons, 2009).   
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Chloe, who was dedicated to trying new teaching methods in her class and 
allowing her curriculum to evolve, often found herself struggling with colleagues who 
preferred to teach from their textbooks. A clash between an “old” way of teaching using 
textbooks and “new” curriculum using methods such as those with SFL also emerged as a 
theme in our meetings. This clash reflects Chloe’s commitment to an evolving 
curriculum. Chloe, who embraced change in her teaching, as evidenced through 
observations and our weekly conversations, often commented on how excited students 
were to do more unconventional projects across content areas. In the years prior to our 
university team’s work at St. E’s the writing curriculum consisted of teachers following a 
grammar textbook and a language arts basal reader. They only assigned writing when it 
came up in the books they used to teach. Kerry, however, wanted to change that style of 
teaching. As mentioned above, Kerry advocated teaching writing and language through 
SFL: “Put aside the Journeys [grammar textbook] for now since MEB will be covering 
language features.” 
Chloe, Sean, and Sister Agnes all taught the same students for varying subject 
matter.  One day in our weekly PD meetings, Chloe told my colleague and me that she 
had been reading The Egypt Game (Keatley Snyder, 1996)	  in class in order to tie into the 
social studies curriculum of ancient civilizations that Sean taught. Chloe feared his 
curriculum was based solely on “texts and tests,” a practice which, she felt led to the 
mentality among some students of “just reading from the textbook” and then saying, “Uh. 
We are done” (Fieldnotes, November 1, 2011).  
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The tension between being innovative in teaching and integrating a range of texts 
and always seeking new teaching resources versus using more traditional methods, like 
teaching from the textbook, also surfaced in an interview I did with Chloe in the spring. 
When I asked if there was anything she did not enjoy about working at St. Elizabeth’s, 
Chloe commented on the tension between those who supported the status quo, and others, 
like herself, who were committed to learning new curricula: 
There were times when I felt like I was, aside from Kerry . . . and not so much 
this past year when I was in sixth grade because there were a couple others like 
Lia in kindergarten. That's kind of it (laughs) and Kerry, of course. But sometimes 
I felt like I was the only one who was trying to improve my teaching and the only 
one who was trying to grow as a teacher and an educator. I kind of felt like the 
rest of the staff, well, not so much Jasmine [first grade teacher]. Jasmine is . . . a 
very easy person for me to work with. But I was the only one who was trying to 
keep up in education—with the things happening in education. I kind of felt like 
the rest of them [the staff] was for the status quo and was happy with the things 
they had been doing for the past however many years. That was really frustrating 
to me because I felt like I wasn't really learning a whole lot. (C. Quinn, personal 
communication, April 11, 2012) 
 
Chloe was bothered by an over-emphasis on teaching from the textbook and giving 
students tests after each chapter in the text. She thought it was damaging and created 
apathy amongst the students, wherein they would read from the text and say things like 
“Uh, we are done” instead of thinking more creatively about topics. When she 
implemented creative projects into the curriculum, students were excited but were also 
unaccustomed to working in this way.  
The excerpt from the interview echoes the feeling that many teachers at St. E’s 
continued to teach the way they had for years. She remarked, “I felt like I was the only 
one who was trying to improve my teaching and . . . grow as a teacher.” She was 
committed to furthering her education and growing as a professional but was troubled by 
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her colleagues’ attitude of wanting to maintain “the status quo.” Her comments are 
revealing on multiple levels: Chloe longed for a stronger community of peers and she was 
committed to her own education, through professional development and degree programs. 
She added, “[her colleagues’ contentment with the status quo] was really frustrating to 
me because I felt like I wasn't really learning a whole lot.” Chloe was open to trying new 
things that would enhance her practice but was often faced with colleagues who were 
content with the way things were. She embraced professional collaboration with my 
colleague and me and used these meetings as a means for evolving her curriculum. 
Teaching as lifelong learning. Chloe saw herself as a lifelong learner. On 
numerous occasions she mentioned returning to school for another degree.  In one of our 
first PD meetings in her classroom, for example, she told me, “No one knows this, but I 
am applying to a program at [local private college] in education policy and law” 
(Fieldnotes, September 21, 2011). The following week she said, “I would stay in school 
forever if I could” (Fieldnotes, September 28, 2011). That same afternoon my colleague 
and I talked to Chloe for an hour about her application to [local private college] and 
master’s and Ph.D. programs in general and how to find funding (Fieldnotes September 
28, 2011). Chloe valued learning and one day even mentioned that she would really like 
to “do something like we [university colleague and I] do” (Fieldnotes, September 28, 
2011).  
This commitment to education also surfaced in conversation about Chloe’s path to 
teaching. She has a background in social work:  
I was in social work and I was an intern, a social work intern, in two different, 
three different schools so I started off in a K-8 school, a charter school. And then 
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during my internship I also volunteered one day at that same school just in the 
classroom. Then during my master’s degree I was an intern at a middle school and 
also at an elementary school. I was working in a school setting but I decided I 
wanted to be a classroom teacher rather than a social worker who just pulls kids 
out. I really wanted my own class rather than just working one-on-one and in 
small groups. (C. Quinn, personal communication April 11, 2012) 
 
Chloe also mentioned that she graduated in 2008 and did a lot of work in school as a 
social worker. As such she was able to skip a year of grad school and graduated in 2009 
with her M.S.W. (Fieldnotes, September 21, 2011). She also pursued further certification 
to work with English learners:  
I have my undergraduate and my master’s in social work and then I went back 
and became certified in elementary education, early childhood and ELL . . . I just 
took the classes. I didn't enroll in a program, so I don't have a masters in it or 
anything. I just have the certification. (C. Quinn, personal communication, April 
11, 2012) 
 
Further indicating her commitment to professional growth was the fact that on another 
occasion earlier in the year, Chloe was taking a state education test over the weekend.  
 Education is important to Chloe, as is improving her teaching through 
involvement in PD and the pursuit of additional certification, all of which relate to her 
overall aim of educating all learners. After earning her undergraduate and master’s 
degree in social work and working with youth in schools, she realized she was more 
interested in teaching than counseling. She, therefore, went back to school to study 
elementary education and get her certification to work with English learners. She is 
committed to her education and shows excitement about learning. She would, as she 
mentioned, “stay in school forever” if given the chance. Personal factors, including 
elements such as personal beliefs, values, and experiences impact teachers’ development 
(see Anders & Richardson, 1994; Graham & Perin, 2007a; Levin, 2003), and Chloe’s 
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beliefs about the importance of education and professional growth seem to have 
influenced her work with SFL. She was open to learning new things and was a strong 
student. In essence, these learning opportunities were a means through she would better 
be able to meet the needs of her students. 
Commitment to Collaboration 
In my framework, collaboration was key across the various dimensions, indicating 
that it is fundamental to teachers’ uptake of SFL-informed instruction. Collaboration was 
important to Chloe on multiple levels: with her students, with her peers, and with my 
colleagues and me, with an overall score of +2. She led her students through many 
collaborative lessons wherein they co-constructed text; she enjoyed collaborating with 
colleagues, as noted above; and she spent a great deal of time working with my colleague 
and me in PD meetings each week.  
In the classroom. Chloe regularly collaborated with students and encouraged 
collaboration amongst students. Chloe’s view of writing as a collaborative process was 
another element of teaching that seemed to help shape her acceptance of PD informed by 
SFL theory. Inherent in the steps of the TLC is the idea that collaboration is key to 
helping students write independently, proving particularly important in the joint 
construction phase (Gibbons, 2009) Collaborative activities are also beneficial for all 
students, and particularly ELs (Cummins, 1996; Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2008; 
Gibbons, 2009; Lessow-Hurley, 1999; Richard-Amato, 1996). On the August survey 
Chloe noted that instruction in her class involved “group collaboration.” When learning 
English as a new language, students benefit from seeing models of writing and from 
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talking about that writing, which helps develop both oral language and writing skills 
(Gibbons, 2003).  
When I asked Chloe to describe a typical day of writing in class, her response 
revealed a commitment to various SFL-related practices and collaboration in the 
classroom: 
We did a lot. When we started a new part of the writing—whether it was the intro 
or the body or the conclusion, we did a whole class writing. So they had an 
example. They used the graphic organizers to plan their work out. We spent time 
on those. They did a lot of independent writing . . . peer editing. (C. Quinn, 
personal communication, April 11, 2012) 
 
Chloe gave students direction for their project by involving them in the writing 
process and providing opportunities for collaboration as she guided them through all 
steps of the TLC: negotiating field, deconstruction, joint construction, and independent 
construction of text (Derewianka, 1990; Rothery, 1996). She introduced them to the 
purpose of personal recounts at the outset of the writing unit and deconstructed mentor 
texts with them. The deconstruction and joint construction phases, in particular, allowed 
for group collaboration and peer interaction, which are key to helping ELs write in their 
new language (Cummins, 1996; Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2008; Gibbons, 2009; 
Lessow-Hurley, 1999; Richard-Amato, 1996; Verplaetse, 2008). She read aloud from 
Owl Moon and together she and the students discussed how a published author crafted a 
recount. She also located mentor texts, which students used collaboratively in small 
groups to understand how authors write an orientation. Her lessons relied heavily on joint 
construction of text, as she used students’ ideas as a springboard for writing and modeled 
how to write various sections of recounts (orientation, body, and conclusion) by using 
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student ideas. She engaged students in conversations, such as the one that emerged when 
they were discussing what happened to the horse Vilma was riding. They offered ideas 
such as, “Use the word plead,” or “It needs some sparkles,” to help their peers enhance 
their writing. 
Theses collaborative activities also gave her the opportunity to continually assess 
students as she guided them, allowing her to better meet their learning needs. In an 
interview, Chloe also talked about soliciting peers’ help when choosing effective 
orientations and conclusions and how important collaborative deconstruction of mentor 
texts was to their writing process:  
They voted on their introductions and conclusions and they shared them with each 
other.  . . . they used the mentor texts a lot. So [in small groups] they looked at 
those for word choice and verbs and tenses but also to get a feel for introduction 
and what the body should look like and the conclusion. (C. Quinn, personal 
communication, April 11, 2012)  
 
Students worked together to deconstruct and jointly construct text. To Chloe, writing was 
a process in which she guided students from learning about the purpose of the recount 
genre to learning how to make choices with language based on factors such as verb tense 
and the audience to which they were writing, which students did collaboratively with 
their peers. Introducing various phases of the teaching/learning cycle as collaborative 
endeavors allowed her to involve students actively in the process and better meet the 
learning needs of ELs (see Richard-Amato, 1996). Chloe’s view of writing as a 
collaborative process enhanced the integration of SFL into her teaching. Chloe found 
SFL-informed instruction, particularly the use of the TLC, to be productive: it enhanced 
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her teaching by heightening her ability to reach all of her learners, which seemed to be 
her priority.  
With colleagues. Though she did not have many opportunities to do so since 
common planning time was minimal, Chloe expressed interest in collaborating with 
colleagues. Teaching a new genre and its various language features can be overwhelming 
to someone new to SFL-informed instruction.  So when Chloe found out the fourth grade 
teacher was doing a report unit, she said: “I am going to start reports in science and since 
[this teacher] is nervous about doing them in 4th grade, I will share any ideas I have with 
her and we can go through it together” (Fieldnotes, October 19, 2011). Though she did 
not have frequent opportunities to collaborate with fellow teachers, since she was the 
only one teaching language arts, science, and math to sixth graders, she embraced the 
chance to do so when she could.  
Beyond the school. Chloe also made time each week to meet with my colleague 
and me for an hour to discuss her teaching and ways in which to effectively integrate 
SFL-informed instruction into her lessons. From us, Chloe received technical support, 
positive feedback on both her planning and instruction as well as emotional support. 
Chloe asked us questions about how best to implement SFL-informed instruction, 
questions that revealed her interest in teaching writing using SFL and questions that 
showed she was using the resources our team shared with her. The topics we discussed in 
weekly meetings ranged from using mentor texts to enhance her SFL-informed lessons to 
collaborating with peers at other grade levels while teaching a new genre. Chloe practiced 
elements of SFL-informed instruction with students, discussed them at PD meetings and 
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got feedback from MEB, my colleague, and me. Throughout these endeavors she sought 
to improve her teaching, seeking to do so by using knowledge gained from multiple PD 
efforts. Chloe collaborated closely with our university team and MEB, my colleague, and 
I shared resources that aligned directly with Chloe’s teaching, an important part of 
making PD efforts more effective (See Abdal-Haqq, 1996; Guskey, 1994; Lucilio, 2009). 
At the Summer Institute, she learned about the TLC, the need to teach students about 
audience and purpose for their writing, and the importance of deconstructing mentor 
texts.  
In weekly meetings with Chloe, my colleague and I reinforced these ideas, such 
as using mentor texts and graphic organizers to help students write orientations. MEB 
also discussed both the use of mentor texts and graphic organizers at the first monthly PD 
meeting. As evidenced above, Chloe’s teaching practices were affirmed by MEB when 
she told the group of fourth-to-eighth grade teachers to use the graphic organizer 
consisting of key elements of an orientation and have students vote on one of three 
orientations they had written. Chloe asked questions like whether she should encourage 
students to “spice up” their orientations and the difference between personal recounts and 
personal narratives? Clearly, Chloe was thinking about and integrating key features of 
SFL-informed instruction into her teaching and did so to best meet the needs of all 
learners in her classroom; these ideas came from and were reinforced from sources 
beyond the classroom. Additionally, in both monthly PDs with MEB and weekly 
meetings with my university colleague and me Chloe got positive feedback about her 
instruction, which further propelled her use of SFL.  
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In addition to being a forum for resource sharing and feedback on her instruction, 
weekly PD sessions allowed Chloe the chance to reflect on her teaching. Due, in part, to a 
lack of common planning time, Chloe did not often have the opportunity to reflect on her 
practice with colleagues, but she embraced the opportunity to do so with my colleague 
and me. Chloe often asked questions that showed deep reflection about her teaching and 
the desire to best reach students. For example, one morning she asked about gender 
preferences in writing. Chloe wondered if there were certain genres that were better 
suited to boys, like fictional narratives, and how much violence was acceptable in writing 
for class. Our weekly PD meetings were a place to share resources and a place for Chloe 
to ask questions about her practice.  
Another example of Chloe’s openness to collaboration as manifest in weekly PD 
meetings was her desire to work with what in SFL-informed instruction is termed various 
media. At one of our weekly PD meetings she said she wanted to “be creative” and use 
“comics, plays, dioramas, posters, PowerPoints, videos, and graphic novels” as forms of 
writing (Fieldnotes, October 19, 2011). In fact, she used an idea from the Hatchet study 
guide I shared with her to have students write comic strips based on the book and had 
students write recipes and songs during the months I observed her instruction.  
Weekly PD meetings served as a safe place for her to collaborate with my 
colleague and me, ask questions about her teaching, and develop a deeper level of 
understanding of the nuances of SFL-informed instruction directly related to her teaching 
practice. Chloe loved to learn and she enjoyed weekly PD meetings wherein we discussed 
teaching techniques and affirmed her instructional choices. PD meetings were ongoing, 
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which allowed Chloe to better develop her understanding of SFL-informed instruction 
(see Abdal-Haqq, 1996; Fullan, 1995; Guskey, 1994).  
Collaboration was important to Chloe on a number of levels. Chloe cared deeply 
about students and was committed to addressing their learning needs. As such, she 
implemented collaborative lessons based on the TLC. Students responded well and 
actively participated in joint construction of text, which also affirmed Chloe’s 
instructional choices. SFL worked for her and her students. Though she had limited 
opportunities to collaborate with colleagues, she embraced them when she did. And, 
weekly PD meetings with my colleague and me seemed to be an important outlet for 
Chloe’s learning about SFL.  
Changes in Chloe at St. E’s 
Though Chloe was eager to integrate SFL into her teaching, around Thanksgiving, 
she began to burn out. Chloe’s commitment to her students extended beyond classroom 
instruction and beyond the teaching day. In addition to all of our professional 
development work and attending multiple sessions on science instruction and using 
technology in the classroom, she was the faculty sponsor of the student council and 
helped the school’s elected officials (students in grades 6-8) organize a dance. She 
chaperoned the evening event. Commenting on her related work, she remarked, “Of 
course, we don’t have a deejay” and noted that the previous night she spent hours 
compiling a play list of the songs students sent to her (Fieldnotes November 16, 2011).  
Chloe was busy at St. E’s. 
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Though Chloe showed a high level of interest in, and commitment to, 
implementing an SFL-informed approach in her teaching, by December there were 
changes. Early that month I traveled to St. E’s and found she was absent, which was 
unlike her—unless, of course, she were at a training for the school (she attended 
professional development sessions on teaching science and technology), which had 
happened a couple times earlier in the year.  
The following week Chloe requested a meeting with me. We sat down and she 
told me she had been applying for other jobs in charter schools, and that is why she was 
out the previous day. She had another interview and demo-lesson in a third grade 
classroom in a neighboring city with a great number of English learners, “mostly Spanish 
speaking and East-Asian children.” She said she could not afford rent, grad school, and 
the cost of overall living downtown on her salary from St. E’s. She spoke about not being 
able to afford groceries and how she was living with her sister, who had a “good job” and 
was paying the bills for them both. She accepted the job and was “happy to be working 
with one group of students” (as opposed to the three grades of students and multiple 
subjects she taught at St. E’s). She would begin in her new class in ten days. She was 
apologetic and mentioned how badly she felt about “abandoning us” (the SFL project) 
and her students (Fieldnotes, December 14, 2011). 
According to Chloe, one of the major draws to the new job, aside from the better 
pay, was to only have to teach one group of students. Chloe mentioned, many times, that 
teaching so many classes to all three grade levels at St. E’s kept her up at night—that she 
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spent hours planning for each content area and was unable to maintain this schedule. I 
could tell she did not make her decision lightly.  
Nonetheless, the exhaustion continued into her new job, as Chloe encountered a 
number of challenges, including difficult student behavior and an emphasis on test scores 
from the administration. She spoke frankly about these difficulties in an interview: 
So, it's tough. It's tough. I like the people I work with, which is good. It's a charter 
school. There are so many issues in the classroom but at the same time the 
administration is really hard on the teachers. They’re really hard on me to get the 
test scores up. . . . And there’s a disconnect between getting the test scores up and 
the behavior issues because we can't really teach with those kids [ones with severe 
behavior problems] in the class . . . I had a kid slitting his wrists in my class—
with scissors . . . It's bad. Like stuff you wouldn't even expect. They [the students 
at the new school] swear at you. They scream at your face. They get into 
fistfights. It's kind of like the movies . . . It's just like putting out fires all day. It's 
just constant with them. And it's an interesting situation because the 
administration doesn't do a whole lot about it. It's just one thing after another and 
another for the rest of the kids in the class. It's like you can't even pay attention to 
them. (C. Quinn, personal communication, April 11, 2012) 
 
Though she had been eager to work with one group of students as opposed to working 
with three groups and planning for multiple classes at St. E’s, Chloe reported that the 
situation at her new school was “kind of like the movies” in that third graders were 
violent. She also spoke about the differences between her students at St. Elizabeth and 
those at her new school:  
I think definitely the most dissatisfying are students who are disrespectful and 
when you go to all this work to plan things for them and they just ruin the 
materials or they just don't appreciate what you've done. It is just disheartening to 
have put all that work in and have it mean nothing to them and have them ruin it. 
You don't really experience it at St. Elizabeth but at my new school, these kids 
ruin everything. (C. Quinn, personal communication, April 11, 2012) 
 
Chloe appreciated the behavior of the students at St. E’s. They were respectful of her and 
the materials she brought into class for them to use. At her new site, however, she felt 
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“disheartened” and had trouble handling the pressure the administration put on her to 
boost test scores with difficult student behavior. The students who fought and were self-
destructive caused her to “put out fires all day,” not teach.  
These conditions led her to reconsider her future in the teaching profession. When 
we spoke in the spring she commented about her plans for the following school year:  
I’m going to take a little break from teaching next year. It’s really time 
consuming, high pressure, and it's not rewarding, you know? So I am going to 
take a little break and explore some other things. I’m just kind of reconsidering, to 
take a little break and think about things and explore things. And we'll see—I feel 
badly—like I am abandoning teaching. Some days I just feel really bad about it 
and some days I’m like you know what, you'll go back to it. But you need to take 
a break right now. (C. Quinn, personal communication, April 11, 2012) 
 
Though Chloe started the 2011-2012 school year full of energy and excitement about 
working at St. E’s with middle grade students, by the end of the year, she had switched 
schools and was ready to leave the classroom. 
Conclusion 
Overview of Chloe’s enactment of SFL-informed instruction  
Chloe welcomed SFL-informed professional development and participated 
eagerly in the Summer Institute, monthly meetings with MEB, and weekly conferences 
with my colleague and me. She collaborated closely with us to integrate genre-based 
instruction into her teaching. Using the Teachers’ Manual and our conversations as a 
guide, Chloe implemented many elements of SFL-informed instruction into her teaching 
of writing. She taught key aspects of SFL: language in context and the TLC. She 
involved students in the writing process by introducing them to the genres she taught, 
deconstructing mentor texts, and co-constructing texts. Chloe engaged students in the 
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writing process in a unique way, building on their ideas during the joint construction 
phase of the TLC, which allowed ELs to work collaboratively and for her to regularly 
assess their language skills. She drew on the ideas of students—Felix getting locked in a 
bathroom on a plane, Ever’s fear of pitching in his first baseball game of the season, and 
Vilma’s experience with a horse at her uncle’s farm—to engage them in the writing 
process. While co-constructing text, Chloe asked guiding questions, such as “Did this 
happen in the past or the present?” to help students learn about verb tense and conjugate 
irregular verbs. Students became highly involved in writing , to the point of offering 
suggestions to their peers of what words to include to make their ideas more clear to their 
audience.  
Such opportunities for interaction are especially important for second language 
development (Cummins, 1996; Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2008; Gibbons, 2009; 
Lessow-Hurley, 1999; Richard-Amato, 1996; Verplaetse, 2008). As part of learning to 
how to choose language to write for a specific purpose and audience, a key principle of 
SFL-informed instruction, students made insightful comments to one another about word 
choice and what sorts of information to include in their writing. After they worked 
through the demands of the genre they studied she asked students to write independently.  
Additionally, rather than use a traditional method to teach language, like some 
colleagues did by following the language textbook, Chloe taught language in context, 
which benefits ELs (see Christie & Derewianka, 2008; Derewianka, 1990, 1999). During 
their joint construction lessons, for example, she talked to students about verb tense and 
pronoun use. She reminded them to write with variety, choosing, for instance, not to 
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begin every sentence of their personal recount with “I.” In these lessons, students learned 
how to write for their audience. When Felix, for example, used the term “freaking out,” 
Chloe said some people might not be familiar with its meaning. By modeling these 
decisions for students and unpacking what published authors do in mentor texts Chloe 
scaffolded their knowledge, using principles of SFL-informed instruction to teach them to 
think like writers.  
Chloe cared deeply about educating all of her students. As such, she engaged in 
professional collaboration and was committed to professional growth. She met weekly 
with my colleague and me and received positive feedback about her use of SFL-informed 
instruction from her students who showed excitement about engaging in various phases 
of the TLC and from us. She attended to the learning needs of ELs and viewed writing as 
a collaborative process. All of these dimensions of her teaching enabled her to effectively 
reach her students using SFL-informed instruction. SFL worked for her and her students. 
The more she integrated elements of SFL into her teaching the more positive feedback 
she got from her students and our university team. Each of the five overarching 
dimensions I identified as being important in teachers’ uptake of SFL-informed 
instruction were an integral part of Chloe’s teaching. (See.) 





Prior to the beginning of the school year on the initial survey administered by our 
university team, Chloe reported that she had the following hopes for our partnership with 
St. E’s: “I hope to collect new ideas for writing. I want to learn innovative ways to 
engage my students and assist them in developing their writing skills.” She did just that. 
Her work with personal recounts, in particular, was innovative. She took the SFL-
informed teaching/learning cycle and applied it to the needs of her students, creating a 
special form of joint construction of text wherein she used student ideas to set her 


























beginning of our work together in August 2011, expressed interest in “collect[ing] new 
ideas for writing” and “learn[ing] innovative ways to engage students” (Survey, August, 
2011). She was, from the start, open to new ideas and subsequently embraced PD aimed 
at enhancing her teaching of writing through SFL-informed instruction.  
Chloe in the 2012-2013 School Year  
When I spoke to Chloe at the end of the 2011-2012 school year, she was uncertain 
about her future in teaching and mentioned how she needed a “break.” In mid autumn of 
the 2012-2013 school year I contacted Chloe to see what she was doing. In an email, she 
replied:  
I am doing really well! My last job in [name of city adjacent to Shelby] was really 
tough. It was a very high-pressure atmosphere and I had a challenging class. I was 
really drawn to the students in my class with the greatest need, helping me to 
realize that I wanted to go back into social work. I was so lucky to find a job as a 
school counselor. I am working at two Catholic schools in [name of city]. I am 
absolutely loving it so far. Through this position, I am working with [name of 
university] and their City Connects program. I get to go to [name of university] 
every couple weeks for meetings, which I find very interesting and useful. You 
are probably familiar with the City Connects program. I am also lucky to be 
working with some people I worked with at St. Elizabeth. I get to see Kerry as 
well! (C. Quinn, personal communication, November 6, 2012) 
 
Despite her decision to leave St. E’s in the middle of the school year, as depicted in this 
chapter, Chloe wholeheartedly embraced using SFL-informed genre based instruction 
while she was teaching middle grades at St. E’s. She was an eager participant at the 
Summer Institute, thoroughly studied and took notes on the Teachers’ Manual, met 
weekly with my colleague and me, asked questions that reflected her desire to teach 
writing using SFL, and integrated the teaching/learning cycle into her teaching in a 
meaningful way. Though she is no longer a classroom teacher, Chloe is enthusiastic 
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about being a school counselor and has remained connected to the St. E’s community 




CHAPTER SIX: SEAN MURPHY: “I DO NOT TEACH WRITING.” 
Introducing Sean 
The Teacher 
Sean Murphy primarily teaches history to the sixth, seventh, and eighth grade 
students. He is also the math teacher for seventh and eighth grades. Sean, an Irish 
American in his late 20s, raised in the city adjacent to Shelby, had been working at St. 
E’s for three years during this study. For the two years prior he taught at a different 
Catholic school in a neighboring town. He has taught middle school social studies for 
five consecutive years and holds an undergraduate degree in history. He has certification 
in secondary and middle school education, in addition to history and is working towards a 
master’s degree.  
Occasionally, in conversation, Sean spoke of his difficult childhood. He has a 23-
year-old autistic brother who lives at his childhood home with his mother. Their house is 
located in an up and coming area but was once considered to be a dangerous, undesirable 
neighborhood (S. Murphy, personal communication, June 5, 2012). Sean attended one of 
the more prestigious exam high schools in the city, though the product of a working-class 
upbringing who lived in a neighborhood where he was one of the few Caucasians.  For 
example, when talking about his transition to his highly competitive high school he said, 
“I grew up in a diverse setting. Urban. Then, I went to [name of school] and had to adjust. 
I was like, ‘There are so many white people here.’ I could blend in but that could be hard 
for some” (Fieldnotes, September 27, 2011).  
Though he and his wife have traveled extensively around the world, he does not 
speak a language other than English. At the outset of the school year, on a survey 
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administered by our university team he reported not having any training (neither 
professional development nor coursework) in writing instruction, teaching reading, 
working with English language learners, or literacy.  
On that same survey, when asked about the writing demands in his classroom he 
noted that he often assigns one essay question per test and asks short answer questions. In 
terms of what writing instruction looks like in his classroom he stated, but later crossed-
out, “I do not teach writing.” He replaced it with, “Students write reports on certain 
subject areas,” noting he has taught history research in the past. On the survey, he 
followed with, “I do not teach language” and mentioned that, “Students do write short 
essays” in his class but that, “Personally, I struggle with writing.” Given these responses 
and his cool reaction at the Summer Institute when I mentioned that I, too, had taught 
middle grades history and looked forward to working with him, I realized that getting 
Sean to introduce SFL-informed genre-based writing instruction into his teaching would 
be a challenge.  
The Classroom 
Sean’s classroom is in the far corner of the school at the end of a long hallway 
between the tiny kitchen and the computer room. It often smells of hamburgers or 
whatever is served for lunch that day. From the windows along the sidewall you can see 
small shops lining the street – a convenience store, a dollar store – mostly brick buildings 
with apartments above the storefronts. Sean’s desk sits caddy-corner against the far 
window. In front of the room is a wooden lectern, where he often stands reading aloud 
from the history textbook. Behind his post is an over-sized rectangular table upon which 
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he sometimes rests his text while teaching. Otherwise, its surface is clear of materials. 
Four rows of cream-colored student desks face the front of the room, adorned with wire 
book baskets beneath the hard seat bottoms. A single student desk sits along the wall of 
windows. Indicating his hesitance to alter certain aspects of his teaching, Sean said that 
he “wasn't going to rearrange the desks” after the room was all set up and a new student 
enrolled (Fieldnotes, September 27, 2011). Along the back wall is a tall bookshelf 
holding extra textbooks for both the seventh and eighth grades, their dark green spines 
weathered from a decade of use.  
The set-up of Sean’s classroom reflects his teaching style. Students sit at their 
single desks in rows facing the front of the room where Sean stands when he reads to 
them from behind the lectern. Group work is rare. His walls have few decorations, only 
cutout portraits of US Presidents and two large maps of the world and the United States. 
No student work is displayed. 
Sean scored in the lowest possible range on most of the five dimensions of 
teaching that seemed to influence a teacher’s uptake of this SFL-informed approach to 
writing, (see Table 6.1.) which is further indication of his resistance to implementing this 
new approach to teaching writing.  On each one of the continua and accompanying sub-
dimensions Sean’s practice was positioned below a zero. He was hesitant to incorporate 










Continuum 1: Cultivation of caring 
relationships with students 
Overall:  
-1.67 
Scholar academic vs. learner centered -2 
Personalized  -1 
Hierarchical vs. egalitarian -2 
Continuum 2: Recognition of the needs of ELs Overall: -2 
Pedagogical -2 
Academic Content -2 
Constructivist -2 
Affective -2 
Continuum 3: View of writing Overall: -2 
Writing across the curriculum -2 
Integrated vs. Add-on -2 
Continuum 4: Commitment to professional 
growth  
Overall: -1.5 
Involvement in PD -1 
Implementation of new pedagogical 
techniques/use of resources 
-2 
Reliance on textbooks vs. evolving curriculum -2 
Teaching as lifelong learning -1 
Continuum 5: Commitment to collaboration Overall:  
-1.67 
Throughout the classroom -2 
With colleagues -2 
Beyond the school -1 
 
Writing in Sean’s Class: The Textbook is King 
A typical day in Sean’s classroom consisted of him and students reviewing 
homework questions, reading aloud word-for-word from the text, and periodically 
engaging in conversations about the topic of the day, which was determined by the 
textbook. For the most part, Sean showed little interest in making SFL-informed genre 
based writing instruction part of his instructional repertoire. After prompting from Kerry, 
the principal, he occasionally asked students to answer questions other than those at the 
end of chapter reviews and required them to write extended responses. Below I trace his 
journey of teaching writing in his history classes.  
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A Glimpse into Student Writing and Preparing to Teach Historical Accounts 
On my first visit to Sean’s eighth grade history class in mid-September he tested 
students on a chapter from their history textbook. While they took the exam he handed 
me a sample of the writing they do, a homework assignment from the chapter studied. 
Every question came directly from the textbook, from the section they read aloud in class 
that day.  
The assignment, “Section 3 Assessment,” contained the following questions:  
Checking for understanding: 
1. Identify Republican Party, John C. Fremont, James Buchanan, Dred Scott, 
Roger B. Taney, Abraham Lincoln.  
2. Define arsenal, martyr. 
3. Discuss the stages in the development of the Republican Party.  
Reviewing themes: 
4. Continuity and Change:  How did the Dred Scott decision reverse a previous 
decision made by Congress?  
Critical Thinking: 
5. Making inferences: Why did Lincoln emerge as a leader after the Douglas-
Lincoln debates?  
An additional activity [which was not assigned to students]: Creating a 
political cartoon: Draw a political cartoon that illustrates Lincoln’s statement, “A 
house divided against itself cannot stand” (Appleby, Brinkley, & McPherson, 
2002, p. 452).   
  
Though I did not observe them discuss these questions in class, it was typical for them to 
do so the day after they completed the questions. 
From the outset of our work together, Sean seemed busy and teaching writing did 
not seem to be a priority. My job, however, was to help him see how he could incorporate 
elements of SFL-informed instruction into his current teaching practice. While I was 
disappointed not to see Sean teaching that first visit because he gave an exam, to get a 
better sense for the demands of writing in Sean’s class and to help him plan SFL-
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informed instruction, I analyzed students’ responses to their Section 3 homework 
assignment outlined above. The assignment required students to do the following: 
identify important people from the section; define key vocabulary; expand on a few 
major concepts from the text. I was uncertain about Sean’s expectations. Many students 
responded in phrases, rather than full sentences, to the first identification questions 
(describing historical figures and/or political parties) or the definitions (arsenal and 
martyr). For definitions the majority of students had the exact same answers, such as, 
arsenal, “a storage place for weapons and ammunition” and martyr, “ a person who dies 
for a great/good cause.” These were literal definitions given in the textbook.  
In reading their responses, I questioned if students truly understood what they 
read or merely regurgitated what they saw in the book. Many answers were one sentence 
long for numbers 3 and 4, which asked students to tell how the Dred Scott decision 
reversed a previous decision and to discuss changes in the development of the Republican 
Party. Most seemed to copy answers straight from the book but included no quotations. 
Additionally, a number of students did not complete the last question regarding Lincoln’s 
emergence as a leader. When they did, their answers were cursory, incomplete, and often 
incorrect, such as, “Because his name became known and people liked him,” “because of 
his performance in the Illinois debate” or “He beat Douglas in the debate” or “he wanted 
slavery to end and went around the country to get their attention.”  
There was considerable potential for teaching writing in the assignment. Sean 
could teach students about quoting, summarizing, paraphrasing, or note taking. More 
specific to SFL, he could develop nouns through definitions and descriptions of key 
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historical figures. One question, “Creating a political cartoon,” could have been taught 
and used as an SFL-informed assignment.  In SFL, the political cartoon could have 
represented a unique medium for writing and used for varying purposes, such as to 
entertain. Sean did not require students to answer this question. Seemingly satisfied with 
answers likely copied from the text, he graded them with a system of checks, check 
minus, or check plus.  
An instructional pattern. A couple of weeks after my first visit Sean 
recommended that I come to his eighth grade history class at 11:00 rather than 10:30 (the 
official start of the class) because they would be finishing a test. When I arrived Sean and 
his students were reviewing words, like blockade. I sat in the back at a computer table. I 
turned the heavy wooden chair towards the front of the room. Sean is standing behind a 
lectern. His book, The American Journey: Beginnings to 1877 (Appleby, Brinkley, & 
McPherson, 2002), the social studies text, was open. Most students had their books open, 
turned to the appropriate page with homework written out on notebook paper next to 
them.  
They reviewed the homework questions from the end of Section 1, The Two 
Sides, a sub-section of a chapter on the Civil War. Questions included: Checking for 
Understanding: wherein students must identify Abraham Lincoln and states’ rights, 
define border state, blockade, offensive, Rebel, and Yankee. Then Sean reads aloud from 
the text: Section 2: “Early years of the war.”  He began: The first major battle of the Civil 
War was fought in northern Virginia, about five miles from a town called Manassas 
Junction near Bull Run – a small river in the area. Usually called the First Battle of Bull 
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Run. . . . He paused to show them details (like where a battle was or the location of a 
blockade) on one of the large, colorful maps in the back of the room. One girl stopped 
him and said, “Use the flashlight.” I wondered what she was doing with the hand-held 
metallic light, why it was out on her desk. But it turned out that she had it for its laser. 
That way Sean could use the red light to point out areas on the map, which he did 
frequently. He teased: “I might keep it.” Then he laughed and said, “No, I won’t steal it,” 
placing the small light on the rectangular table behind him. Next, he used the word 
seized, which appeared as a vocabulary word in that section of the text: “I seized the 
light.” There were two maps—one of the world and one of the United States on the wall 
by the door. Pictures of each U.S. President lined the space above the chalkboard. Sean 
referenced the Red Sox and the wild card race. A student asked him to talk about football 
instead, and Sean comments about the Patriots—when they were undefeated, he said he’d 
reference them.  
Then, as Sean read aloud about the impact of the blockade on trade in the South, 
he talked about oil prices—Sean spoke about economics, how he used to teach the 
subject at his previous workplace in a neighboring town. Trying to get at ideas of supply 
and demand, he asked, “If everyone stopped buying gas for one day in the US what 
would happen to the price of gas?” He compared the price of gas to a hypothetical Tom 
Brady jersey: “If it was $60 at Foot Locker and he were traded what would happen to the 
cost?” Students answered, some wondering if the price would go up because it would be 
rare or drop because he would have a new jersey. 
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The reading out loud continued. One girl read a small section of text: “The 
Monitor versus the Merrimack. The South did not intend to let the blockade go 
unchallenged. Southerners salvaged the Merrimack, a Union warship that Northern 
forces seized in the naval shipyard in Norfolk, Virginia. . .” (p. 468). Sean, in private, told 
me he needed to rest his voice so he occasionally asked students to read aloud a 
paragraph. Then he stopped to talk about the different ships. He wrote, “Merrimack, 
Monitor, and Virginia” on the chalkboard. Kieran and a few of his peers kept talking to 
the students seated near them and making jokes while Sean spoke. Before I left at 11:30 
AM, Sean posed the following questions, asking student to think about them when they 
answered the chapter review questions for homework: “What was the significance of the 
Monitor? What was it able to do?” (Fieldnotes, September 27, 2011). 
In the lesson above, Sean led students in a review of homework questions from 
the textbook before reading to them about battles of the Civil War. Students, some of 
whom were talking to friends while Sean read aloud, became engaged when he spoke 
about sports. The preceding series of exchanges is typical of the instruction I observed in 
Sean’s classroom over the course of the school year:  
• Sean reviewing homework questions from the end of each section of the 
text as students share their answers;  
• Sean reading aloud from the text with students occasionally assisting; and  
• Sean sharing stories and relating historical concepts to the students’ lives 
through sports  
This was the pattern of instruction in his history class.                           
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Trying a New Technique: The Jigsaw 
At the end of October, there was a slight change in Sean’s instruction. After 
reading aloud one morning, Sean introduced a jigsaw activity into class, which required 
students to interact with one another and the reading material in a new way. Excerpts 
from my fieldnotes appear below and reflect the challenges Sean encountered when 
trying to change his practice: 
Sean: I am going to do something a little different in about five minutes.  
Students: Debate, debate, debate. [Chanting.] 
Sean: No, not a debate. 
Kieran: We’re ready. 
Sean: Stop sounding like a baby crocodile in distress [directed towards Kieran]. 
That little noise you are making. Stop it.  
[He reads aloud from Section 5, “Change in the South” in the text on page 513.] 
Many Southern whites hated Republicans because of their role in the Civil War 
and in Reconstruction. When Reconstruction ended, political power in the South 
shifted to the Democrats.  
[A group of girls are laughing, as Kieran repeatedly says, “Achoo.”] 
Sean: [to Kieran] Next time I talk to you, you are going to be sitting by yourself.  
[The social work intern walks in.] 
Sean: I am going to have you do something different today. Group 1 is going to 
do “Southern Economy” on pages 513-515. Group 2, “A divided Society” - goes 
from [pages] 515-516. You are going to present. I am going to put you into two 
groups. I am going to put you together and each person is going to be responsible 
for a section. You are going to do a jigsaw.  
Kieran: Can’t it be two rows versus two rows?  
Sean: It is not a debate. You like that word. 
Kieran: Ahhhhhhh! [Said in frustration.]  
Sean: Go to the office [to Kieran.] You guys always ask about doing something 
different in this class, here you go. You guys want to do something different, 
that’s what we’re doing. Ha. Ha. (Fieldnotes, October 25, 2011) 
 
Sean approached me to say he has never sent anyone to the office; he was visibly upset 
about asking Kieran to leave the classroom. He attempted to try a new teaching 
technique, the jigsaw activity, and Kieran resisted. Sean then asked students, who he 
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divided into two groups, to turn their desks to make a circle. He gave them instructions 
about what to do by saying the following: 
So what you guys are going to do is Southern Economy [a section in the text] has 
1-2-3-4 pieces. So how many people are in your groups? So each person is going 
to do one section. You assign it. Two people should look at voting restrictions 
[another section in the text]. 
 
To clarify a student then asked, “What are we supposed to do? Write about it? Oh, I get it 
like then we put it together like a jigsaw puzzle.” A few moments later frustrated that 
they had not yet moved their seats, Sean followed up with the students,  “I am not trying 
to be mean but you are 13 and 14 years old. You know how to move your desks. C’mon” 
(Fieldnotes, October 25, 2011). I later memo-ed on my experience in Sean’s class that 
morning and noted how I was happy to see Sean giving students the opportunity to 
interact with one another and the class material in a new way,  “I need to figure out how 
to get ‘in’ during that class—how to bring the writing in. It was wonderful, though, to see 
the students writing and talking during the jigsaw activity” (Research Memo, October 25, 
2011). Though students read sections of the text independently and summarized key 
ideas, the latter required interaction with their peers, which Sean rarely encouraged 
during class. They were writing; they were talking about history in small groups and later 
sharing their ideas aloud; Sean tried a new teaching technique; and I was encouraged. 
A Return to Teaching from the Textbook & Motivating Sean to Teach Writing 
Planning for historical accounts. Despite a few changes in that one class in 
October, in early November, the textbook-driven instructional pattern continued. During 
one visit I asked what they would be studying the following week so MEB could bring 
useful information for him to the monthly PD meeting. Sean turned to a copy of the text 
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and mentioned that they would be working on a few sections in the textbook covering the 
following topics:  “The Mining Booms,” “Ranchers and Farmers,” “Native American 
Struggles,” and “Farmers in Protest” (Fieldnotes, November 1, 2011). I took these topics 
and ideas Sean offered at our Summer Institute to MEB. 
At our SFL-informed Summer Institute Sean mentioned that he wanted to begin 
his year teaching the “historical account” genre. In SFL, historical accounts aim “to 
account for why things happened in a particular sequence; to explain rather than simply 
record the past” (Schleppegrell, 2004). When writing an historical account, the writer 
records events in historical sequence, showing causal links between those events. As he 
noted at the Summer Institute and during one of my classroom visits, Sean wanted to help 
the students develop their understandings of the “whys” of history not just focus on the 
facts (Meeting Notes, September 20, 2011), thinking historical accounts would be a good 
fit for a first genre.  
In late September to prepare Sean to teach historical accounts, I read various SFL 
texts (Coffin, 2006; Butt, et al 2000; Schleppegrell, 2004) and prepared an outline for 
him, consisting of an overview of the genre, and gave him a copy of the “Historical 
Account” graphic organizer that was in the Teachers’ Manual. (See Figure 6.1.) The 
graphic organizer had three major components: 1) Background (where students were 
asked to summarize previous historical events; 2) the Account Sequence (where students 
accounted for events as they happen over time); and 3) Deduction or pulling out the 
historical significance of the events written about. To demonstrate how to use the tool 
with his students, I studied the section Sean was going to teach on Reconstruction and 
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completed a sample graphic organizer like the one I had given him. I thought he could 
share it with his students and use the graphic as a scaffold for their writing. Despite 
sharing numerous historical account-related resources with him including the graphic 
organizer and a summary of the genre, class continued to take on a predictable feel. At 
this point he did not implement SFL-informed genre based instruction into his teaching 
and taught directly from the textbook. Though I asked about it a number of times, Sean 
never used that organizer. 
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Figure 6.1 Historical Account Graphic Organizer  
Background 
(summarizing previous historical events) 	  
Account Sequence 
(accounting for events as they unfold over time) 	  
	   Historical	  Account	  
Deduction 
(drawing out the historical significance of the events recorded) 
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At our weekly research team meetings, MEB, my colleague, and I discussed 
strategies to get Sean more involved in the project. MEB suggested to Sean to have 
students deconstruct the sections of the history text using the historical account graphic 
organizer to see if they understood what was happening, what the various causes of 
events were (Meeting Notes, November 11, 2011). I also received the following email 
message from MEB sharing suggestions for helping Sean integrate writing into his 
teaching and stating what she and Sean discussed during their PD meeting:  
One thing that is important is to take [resources] and do things [activities] directly 
related to what they [teachers] are doing. . . . I suggested to Sean that he may start 
with having students write historical recounts and use the graphic organizers for 
historical accounts to deconstruct texts that they read before they actually write 
this type of genre. I think it is too much of a jump [to have students write 
accounts] if he never has students write. I even suggested that he could use the 
deconstruction of historical accounts with graphic organizers instead of the 
questions and answers [from the end of the sections in the textbook]. I took a 
couple of passages from History Alive, not too much unlike what he uses and we 
deconstructed them [at their monthly PD meeting in October]. (MEB, personal 
communication, October 11, 2011)  
 
In addition, since I had also taught sixth grade history and used the same textbook as 
Sean, I brought in sample student writing related to topics he taught (Meeting Notes, 
November 15, 2011). I shared assignments I used to help my students write in history that 
directly aligned with genres of SFL. 
Though I continued to observe Sean’s class through November and into early 
December and offered support to integrate SFL-informed instruction into his teaching, 
Sean’s practice remained largely unchanged. He read aloud from the textbook about 
topics such as railroads and industry. Below I offer a typical series of interactions 
between Sean and his students as they discuss the steel industry and railways. In this 
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excerpt from his class, Sean paused after reading aloud from his textbook and related the 
content to sports: 
Sean: What city in Western Pennsylvania begins to grow? It’s on three rivers. 
Who watches football? 
Student: Pittsburgh! 
Sean: Yes, the Steelers. 
Student: Are all NFL teams named after history?  
Sean: The Packers, meat packers. . . . Where else do they use steel? In buildings. 
Student: Is iron stronger than steel?  
Sean: Steel. It gave people jobs. [Sean continues reading from the text and talks 
about the connection between steel and the economy.] The bus and train systems 
depend on [steel]. If you go to New York City people rely on those [bus and train] 
systems more than anything. (Fieldnotes, November 29, 2011) 
 
That same morning, I helped the eighth grade on a separate project during Sister 
A’s class and three students told me “they did not want to go to history” because it was 
“boring” (Fieldnotes, November, 29, 2011).  
At this point in the school year despite three months of professional development 
beginning at the Summer Institute in August, Sean embraced very little of the SFL-
informed instruction. He continued to give students homework from the textbook, review 
sections of the chapter with them, and administer end of chapter tests. In general, the only 
writing he demanded from them was homework assignments derived from the textbook. 
My colleagues and I were determined to help Sean integrate writing into this teaching in 
a meaningful way. To help make SFL-informed instruction seem more relevant to Sean’s 
instruction both MEB and I tailored our recommendations to what Sean was doing in his 
classroom at the time and I analyzed the chapters of his text to figure out how best to 
proceed. Sean, however, seemed comfortable with the way he taught and did not see any 
reason to change his practice. Teaching from the textbook worked for him. 
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In December, Sean continued to read aloud from the textbook, much like the 
lesson on railroads highlighted above. Sean welcomed me to observe his class but he 
demanded very little writing from students and I was discouraged about his enactment of 
SFL-informed instruction for most of the first half of the school year. MEB and I spoke 
about how disappointed we were that he did not embrace any elements of SFL, 
particularly when we aligned it with his history curriculum. MEB also made Kerry aware 
of Sean’s resistance, as Kerry expected all 4th-8th grade teachers to teach writing with an 
SFL-emphasis. In mid-December Kerry spoke with Sean about his implementation of 
writing. She told him she had to see writing with SFL in his lesson plans (Meeting Notes, 
November 15, 2011). Temporary changes followed. To them I now turn.   
Creating a “Big Business”  
Though Sean did not teach using SFL-informed genre based instruction during the 
first three months of school, in December and January he introduced a few writing 
assignments to his students that did not originate from end of chapter questions in the 
text. In mid-December, after prompting from Kerry, Sean approached me in the hallway 
and said, “I know you have been disappointed in my class. I didn’t know you needed to 
be collecting student writing every week. I can give you something bi-weekly. I have a 
new assignment [which he emailed to me later that day]. I am sorry.” He said that eighth-
graders would complete the writing assignment on Friday of that week and the following 
week he said that I could read and photocopy them (Fieldnotes, December 14, 2011). 
That afternoon he emailed me the following assignment: 
Creating a Big Business 
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You are to create your own business. What kind of a business is it? How does 
your business turn into a big corporation? Use the material from chapter 19 to 
help you.  The introduction should answer the question, “What business is it and 
why you are starting it? The body of your paper should discuss, “How are you 
going to make your business grow into a larger corporation?” In the conclusion, 
you should summarize the body.  Remember to use the material from Chapter 19 
in your paper.  For example, you should use a lot of define and identify to help 
you to present your ideas in your paper. This would greatly improve your grade 
(S. Murphy, personal communication, December 14, 2011).  
 
Students completed the assignment in class the week Sean emailed it to me.  
Though I did not observe Sean introduce the “Big Business” assignment to class, 
the following week I read the students’ work. I noticed that some students tried to be 
persuasive. Since writing to persuade is a part of SFL-informed instruction, if this had 
been Sean’s goal, the assignment could have included SFL-informed elements. Some 
students focused on concepts they learned about in history (e.g. stocks and words from 
the chapter like horizontal integration, corporation, competition, and monopoly) while 
others emphasized other aspects of their companies, (e.g., the money they would make, 
and how celebrities would love their products). Almost all students used the name of their 
company as a title, and many followed a similar structure, including three paragraphs (a 
short introduction, a longer body explaining the business, and a brief conclusion, usually 
no more than a few sentences.) Notably, in contrast to previous instruction, he asked 
students to respond to a prompt that did not originate from the textbook. Though Sean 
was comfortable with his instructional pattern, Kerry demanded that he change. Hence, 





Historical Arguments: Supporting Federalists or Democratic-Republicans 
Sean introduced a second writing assignment to his seventh grade class in 
January, right after Christmas vacation. It was to be an historical argument, a genre that 
aims to persuade. For the assignments, he asked students which political party they would 
support, Federalists or Democratic-Republicans. They had to provide reasons why. The 
question read:  
By the end of the 18th century, there were two major political parties in the USA, 
the Federalist and the Democratic-Republicans. Which party would you support? 
Why? Please write an essay with supporting evidence from Chapter 8. Each essay 
should contain a minimum of three paragraphs. 
 
I observed Sean’s instruction on the day he introduced the assignment, my first visit to 
his seventh grade history class. Sean approached and handed me a copy of the assignment 
sheet. He told me they recently had a test on this topic, the Federalist and Democratic-
Republican parties, and brought me a copy of the textbook to look at the corresponding 
section. At first, many students were not happy having to write an essay in history but 
Sean persisted and talked them through what he expected in terms of structure and 
content. One student questioned, “Why do we have to write an essay?” Sean replied, 
“When you get to high school you’ll have to write argumentative essays.” He then 
mentioned they should have at least three paragraphs: an introductory statement, the 
body, and a conclusion. One student asked about using her English book to help her write 
which Sean said was a good idea.  
Reminding them to write an outline, Sean said, “Write your ideas on your stand 
before you start writing.” He approached the board at the front of the room and wrote: “I. 
Introduction.” He told students, “Say who you are supporting because they support my 
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interests. Then say how.” He continued writing on the board: “Supporting Federalists. II. 
Body. A.) National Bank; B.) British alliance.” “ Use evidence,” he said and continued 
writing on the board, “C.) Rule by wealthy, educated class. III. Conclusion” At this point, 
a student exclaimed: “This sounds difficult!” but Sean proceeded with his explanation: 
This is to give you a sense before you write a paper. This is what I do before I 
write a paper for my graduate classes. I told you that I am getting my master’s 
[degree].  
 
One, the introduction, is like the appetizer. Two, the body is the main part, the 
main course. Do as many [reasons] as you want. You can do more than three. 
Three, the conclusion is the dessert.  
 
He offered an example for the conclusion and told students they may want to answer, 
“Why Federalists have better ideas.” He closed with the following statement: 
This is how you would write an outline. [In] the introduction, say who you are 
supporting because they support your interests, then say how. Tomorrow we will 
go to the computer lab to type them and I will show you how to do it [type] on 
Microsoft Word. You will have an hour [tomorrow]. Today you only have like 15 
more minutes. (Fieldnotes, January 12, 2012) 
 
As the students worked on their projects independently, Sean and I assisted them. Later 
Sean told me about how the eighth graders had trouble typing, that they centered all of 
their text and that he planned to show them how to do it properly using 12 pt. Times New 
Roman font. I responded that I was glad he was writing with them.  
That afternoon I looked for some SFL-informed materials on persuasive writing, 
as it sounded like what he was asking the student to do by presenting their argument and 
providing evidence. I found a rubric for the persuasive genre and an overview of the 
genre itself. He agreed it was appropriate and I said I would email the materials to him. I 
also mentioned that I was happy to help him plan future writing assignments. He 
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commented that the eighth graders would complete a writing assignment monthly 
(Fieldnotes, January 12, 2012) and later shared the seventh graders’ final historical 
argument assignments with me.  
Many student ideas were copied straight from the book, including for example 
phrases such as, “likely to be swayed by agitators,” or “endanger people’s liberties.” 
Nonetheless, there were positive developments. Some students seemed to understand the 
differences in parties and put content into their own words. One wrote, for instance, 
“Federalists favored emphasis on manufactured products instead of agricultural products 
which is taking rights away from farmers, which is not right.” Their knowledge of the 
field came through while others simply copied from the book. This was the first time I 
saw Sean offer a model for what he expected from students and the first time he required 
extended writing of a few paragraphs from students.  
Though Sean did not explicitly use the language of SFL in his teaching nor did he 
employ the teaching/learning cycle, he made time for writing instruction in his class and 
required students to write about a question that did not come from the textbook. Sean did 
a cursory job of explaining how to write an outline for their paper but expressed interest 
in planning future writing lessons with me. He seemed pleased with the resources I 
shared with him regarding the persuasive genre and he made time to teach writing. 
Writing Explanations in February: Experimenting with SFL 
Sean’s writing instruction continued into January with both the seventh and eighth 
grade history classes. Again he asked for my assistance with planning a writing lesson, 
telling me that his eighth grade students were working on a chapter on “Progressive 
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reforms,” Amendments 17, 18, and 19 in the textbook, while seventh grade was studying 
Jefferson’s presidency.  He was uncertain what to do and wondered if I had any ideas. I 
recommended teaching persuasive writing and offered to look at his textbooks to get 
more ideas. He told me about a new anti-bullying “no-name calling” curriculum and I 
said that seventh graders could write around that. He liked the idea and offered, “What 
about, what would Jesus say about name calling?” (Fieldnotes, January 24, 2012). 
Though I was uncertain how to link it to a genre of SFL I encouraged him, as he was 
thinking about teaching writing.  
That same morning, eager to plan his writing units, Sean came to find me in Sister 
Agnes’ room when his seventh grade math class was working in small groups. Sensing 
the need to encourage his enthusiasm, I went to his classroom. I examined the textbook 
and Coffin (2006), a book outlining the genres of history aligned with SFL theory. I 
noted that “Factorial Explanations,” a genre of history in SFL that emphasizes cause and 
effect seemed to fit what he was teaching the eighth grade. There I had written a 
description of the genre: “More than one event causes another or leads to another. The 
purpose of factorial explanations is: ‘To explain the reasons or factors that contribute to a 
particular outcome’” (Coffin, 2006, p. 75). I mentioned this to Sean and he said he “really 
liked the idea of causality” and asked me to email him my ideas. 
To better help him plan and understand the explanation genre I photocopied a 
sample factorial explanation from Coffin (2006), an SFL-themed book focused on history 
writing. I copied the two-page spread of the factorial explanation and tailored an 
assignment to fit his needs. I typed out a structure for him about how to take the 
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Amendments and write about the factors leading up to their passage. Later, I sent him an 
explanation graphic organizer from the Teachers’ Manual that might also be useful. (See 
Figure 6.2.) It is comprised of 5 rectangles. The first says, “Statement of Phenomenon” 
(states what the phenomenon is. Here, I recommended that the students write out the 
amendment of their choosing); above the next series of rectangular boxes is the following 
title, “Sequenced explanation” (how or why the phenomenon occurs). These four boxes 
(where students could write a series of events leading up to the passage of the 
amendment) are linked with arrows on the left-hand side. 
Figure 6.2 Explanation Graphic Organizer 
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Based on these SFL-themed resources, that afternoon I sent him the following document 
to use with the eighth grade history class:  
Statement of phenomenon  
(states what the phenomenon is) 	  
Sequenced explanation 
(how or why the phenomenon occurs) 	  
	   Explanation	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  8th grade Amendment assignment: The Explanation Genre in History 
Purpose: “Explain the reasons or factors that contributed to a particular event or 
outcome” (Coffin, 2006, p. 68). 
More than one event causes another or leads to another. Students could think of 
three factors (at least three, more, if they want!) that lead to the Amendment they 
choose to write about.  
Typical structure of a factorial explanation: 
 
1. Outcome (identify the historical outcome) – here they could write out the 
Amendment (this could be considered the intro paragraph) 
 
2. Factor 1 (elaborating cause of historical outcome) (first supporting paragraph) 
 
3. Factor 2 (another cause) (second supporting paragraph) 
 
4. Factor 3 (another cause) (third supporting paragraph)  
 
5. Reinforcement of factors (emphasize and often evaluate factors presented 
above) (concluding paragraph)  
 
There is a sample from the Coffin (2006) book that I will copy for you. It is 
from England so the content of the history is a bit different. I put it in your 
mailbox. You could use this as a guide and show the students what is 
required/expected in each paragraph (Emphasis in original). 
 
Though that day I emailed him the graphic organizer, an outline of a potential 
assignment, and a sample explanation text to use as a model with students, the following 
week Sean asked if I had an idea for “the reports.” Initially, I was uncertain what he was 
referring to so I inquired, “Reports?” “About the amendments,” he said. “Oh, the 
explanations. Yes, I sent you something,” I added, to which he replied, “I am sorry I have 
not had a chance to look at it.” Together, we went to his computer and he opened the first 
document, which he asked if he could simply copy and hand out to the students. I 
suggested he adapt it, as I included information about explanations there for him, which 
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might not be the most appropriate for the students. He said he would clean it up and print 
it out. Then I told him to open the second email with the graphic organizer. I thought it 
would help students structure their writing, since last time they wrote they had trouble 
with an outline (Fieldnotes, January 31, 2012).  He would teach explanations the 
following week. 
The next week, the first in February, when I visited Sean’s classroom he and the 
students reviewed homework and discussed Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. DuBois. 
After this, he stood in the front of the classroom behind the podium and introduced the 
writing assignment and reminded students about upcoming exams. Sean handed out the 
assignment paper. On one side was the document I sent him—somewhat altered, in that 
he required two factors instead of three. He informed students they could write about 
Amendments 16, 17, and 19.  The following conversation ensued, indicating students’ 
surprise at being asked to write in history class and Sean’s teaching of writing: 
Student: Oh my gosh! [Looking at the graphic organizer and assignment sheet.] 
Sean: We talked about a few amendments this semester. Sixteen was the income 
tax so we can use money for roads, fire departments . . . The Seventeenth 
Amendment gives people the opportunity to elect senators; the Nineteenth 
Amendment is about women’s right to vote. The whole point of this essay is right 
there [points to top of assignment page where I have written purpose]. Under the 
purpose, there are obviously some reasons why this amendment happened. . . . 
More than one event causes or leads to another. 
 
A student then commented about the font on the assignment paper. Sean, displeased with 
her comment, said, “It’s just the software that was used. You guys are like prima 
donnas.” He continued explaining the assignment. Referring to the graphic organizer and 
the description on the front of the page, he noted, “It gives you the structure The 
outcome: Write out the amendment. . . . You can write [the amendment] out and this can 
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be your introduction. Then, factor one would be your second paragraph, the reason why 
the US put in the amendment.” Sean then told students to complete the rest of the 
organizer independently. A student questioned the statement of phenomenon, wondering 
what it was? Sean replied, “This [the statement of phenomenon] is just the amendment, 
[like] Passed income tax.” He approached the board and wrote: “Collecting income taxes, 
the 16th Amendment” as the statement of phenomenon. One student made a face like this 
is a lot of work. Sean told students to refer to the history textbook for ideas.  
 While at the board, Sean drew a series of rectangular boxes like the ones on the 
graphic organizer. Confused about what factors to include, a student asked, “So you 
make it [the factors] up?” To answer her question, Sean continued with his example and 
wrote, “Needed money because the government was in debt” into one of the boxes he 
drew on the board.  
So you are using evidence from the book. You can even talk about how this helps 
today . . . the 16th Amendment: needed money so that we can have money for 
schools, fire departments. The reason why I am talking about the 16th is because I 
think most of you will do the 19th. . . . When you write an essay, the last part says 
you write a conclusion. You restate the factors. [He does not add anything else to 
the board.] (Fieldnotes, February 7, 2012) 
 
Sean and I walked around the room helping students with their writing. Some seemed 
confused about what to do, like they had not used graphic organizers before.  
While visiting with students Sean commented on the “use of I” in their writing. 
He said aloud, “Don’t do it [use ‘I’] in an historical essay. Instead of saying ‘I think 
President Obama did a good job with healthcare,’ say ‘President Obama did a good job 
with healthcare.’”  
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While students used their textbooks and worked on their graphic organizers Sean 
announced, “I am looking for quality not quantity.” The conversation then turned towards 
mechanical aspects of writing. When one student went to type his ideas Sean said, 
“Times New Roman, 12, double-spaced.” Students were confused about how “double-
spaced” looked, so I brought my computer over to them and demonstrated how to change 
the spacing settings. Moments later, all of the students were behind Sean’s desk around 
his computer. He taught them how to write in 12-point font, Times-New Roman with 
double-spaces. Following this demonstration, a student asked if she should use the word 
“thingy” in her paper to which Sean and I both emphatically replied, “No!” (Fieldnotes, 
February 7, 2012). The following week Sean gave me the eighth grade explanation essays 
to photocopy and mentioned that the students were taking a history test that day, 
indicating there was no reason for me to visit during class time (Fieldnotes, February 14, 
2012). 
The session on the explanation genre was different than most I observed in Sean’s 
class. After I sent Sean an overview of the explanation genre and a copy of the graphic 
organizer, he modified it to only require two factors. He also distributed the graphic 
organizer and encouraged students to use it before writing their essay. He talked to them 
about where to find information in the textbook and gave them choice about which 
amendment to address. He and I conferenced with students, helped them locate pertinent 
information in their textbooks, and then read through their graphic organizers and rough 
drafts. Though not directly tied to the TLC, it was the most engaged I had seen Sean with 
teaching writing. Sean was busy and writing did not seem to be a priority in his teaching, 
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yet I thoroughly helped him plan this lesson and he used it. This was the first SFL-
themed assignment he gave his eighth grade class, and though there were areas that 
needed improvement, Sean was clearly teaching some fundamental aspects of writing. 
Kerry’s insistence that he teach writing seemed to influence Sean. 
Turning up the pressure: Late February and into spring  
After February vacation, I returned to Sean’s room. Testing season approached 
when the students were required to take the Stanford 10 exam, which took nearly a week 
to administer, and Sean seemed overwhelmed. To prepare for the math section of the test, 
Kerry required that all teachers integrate an extra thirty minutes of math instruction in 
their daily schedules. That same morning, he expected visitors from the Catholic 
education department, which taxed him further: “And we are supposed to have visitors 
[from the Catholic education department] today. And I think they want to interview 
people.” He remarked about it all being “too much” and how he is “losing it.” He 
complained about the many extra tasks he was asked to do, like another 30 minutes of 
math daily in preparation for the Stanford 10 test and a special church program for the 
Lenten season, all of which took time away from classwork and upset his schedule. He 
said, “Kerry always tell us to, ‘Be flexible.’ I am sorry. Be flexible with us. Middle 
school is on a different schedule. It’s not the same” (Fieldnotes, February 28 2012). 
Hoping to defuse the situation, I commented about how I enjoyed the eighth 
graders’ explanations. I had read through all of the students’ writing and, using SFL as a 
lens, noted the following trends: Some students had trouble with text structure and wrote 
in one paragraph, while others divided the work into sections with a clear introduction 
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and supporting paragraphs and a conclusion. Most students did a good job stating the 
phenomenon. One student, for example, wrote, “The 19th amendment was truly a great 
battle for women’s rights.” For some students it seemed difficult to make connections 
between the factors and outcome and it was hard for them to make the information from 
the book their own. Yet, some were able to extend their thinking to the impact on modern 
times: One girl wrote in her conclusion, “Thanks to all of the suffragists’ hard work and 
dedication, women can now vote. If they had just let the fact that women didn’t have a 
vote go, women wouldn’t have equal rights to men. If it wasn’t for the suffragists, women 
wouldn’t have a voice in the government today.” 
Sean, however, said he was upset that some students only wrote one paragraph 
and that he simply graded them using a check or a check-plus. He was appalled that some 
students did not write in Time New Roman 12 point font and one student centered her 
whole text. As a result, he said he “needs to teach them how to write a paragraph” 
(Fieldnotes, February 28, 2012).  
A few weeks passed and there were no more SFL-informed lessons in Sean’s 
class. He did, however, express interest in me continuing to help him plan writing 
assignments. He commented that he and his students have been so focused on math 
because of standardized testing but that he would be open to any ideas I have about 
writing for both the seventh and the eighth grades. They were studying the following 
topics: Oregon Country, Mexican American War, Manifest Destiny (seventh) and World 
War I (eighth). I agreed to read the pertinent chapters in the text, which he wanted to 
discuss at lunchtime (Fieldnotes, March 13, 2012).    
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That afternoon I emailed Sean a number of documents: an outline of a potential 
assignment for both the seventh and eighth grade classes based on topics they would 
study in the textbook and three graphic organizers. (See Figures 6.1 and 6.2.)  
For the seventh grade that would study Manifest Destiny I recommended they 
write historical recounts. In SFL, an historical recount is a sequence of past events seen 
as historically significant (Christie & Derewianka, 2008; Coffin, 2006). The historical 
recount is not as sophisticated as the historical account, one step below it 
developmentally. Rather than emphasizing the “why” the recount is more focused on the 
“what.” As such, I thought the seventh grade could begin with a recount and the eighth 
graders could work on an account. I recommended that students, “Tell what happened 
during Manifest Destiny.” First, students could create a timeline. I sent a sample graphic 
organizer. Then, they could use a second historical recount graphic organizer to expand 
on those ideas further, on which there are boxes for three events. Finally, they could write 
their own historical recount.  
As for the eighth grade, they would study World War I, so they could write an 
historical account about the war, explaining why it happened. I emailed Sean the above-
mentioned historical account graphic organizer consisting of a series of rectangular 
boxes, which aimed to help students think through the various developments sequentially. 
I thought this would help Sean meet the objective he outlined for students in August: 
understanding why events happened. I included a definition of the genre: “historical 
accounts—record events in historical sequence, show causal links.” I also included the 
notions that in later grades, like eighth, students are expected to “Explain why things 
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happened” (Christie & Derewianka, 2008, p. 101) and write a “more detached recording 
of historical developments” (Christie & Derewianka, 2008, p. 104).  
In addition to the documents I shared with Sean related to accounts and recounts, 
MEB discussed the differences between historical recounts and historical accounts in her 
first monthly PD meeting with the teachers (This is discussed in depth in the section of 
this chapter entitled Involvement in PD.) Knowing he was interested in teaching these 
genres, MEB gave him a matrix outlining the developmental trajectory of history genres 
(See Appendix H.) and graphic organizers for historical accounts, the same ones I 
emailed to him.  
At the end of March, once students completed their Stanford 10 exams and 
teachers’ instructional schedules returned to normal, I anticipated Sean would have time 
to teach writing, yet a different outcome occurred. Sean told me, “I have to be honest, I 
haven’t done anything with the writing; I haven’t even looked at it. This is the first 
history class I have had since last week and we are only on section [in their textbook].” I 
replied that I knew they were testing the previous week rendering him quite busy to 
which he responded, “It’s not you. You have been great.” He further explained that there 
had been so many interruptions and that he would be in New Orleans the following week 
to attend the men’s Final Four college basketball games. He said he hoped to start the 
writing upon his return and that then he would be “committed to it.” In the interim 
however, because the eighth graders seemed unmotivated he planned on “having them 
read the chapter section and answer the questions,” a practice he admitted resorting to 
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when students had “checked out.” I agreed that it would be a good idea to wait until he 
had more time to teach the new genres (Fieldnotes, March 27, 2012).  
Though I continued to visit Sean’s class through the end of the school year and 
Sean acted like he would eventually teach the historical recount and historical account 
genres, students never got to the two writing assignments I emailed him in March and for 
the remainder of the school year only wrote in response to homework questions from the 
textbook. As he became busier, teaching writing became less of a priority. His common 
pattern of teaching from the textbook and having students respond to textbook questions 
predominated.  
Dimensions of Sean’s Uptake of SFL-informed PD 
As noted earlier, I found the following five dimensions to be at play in teachers’ 
implementation of an SFL-informed approach to writing and use them as a framework to 
analyze teachers’ experiences at St. E’s: cultivation of caring relationships with students, 
recognition of the needs of ELs, view of writing, commitment to professional growth, and 
commitment to collaboration. Sean’s teaching and beliefs generally fell at the far left of 
each of these continua. (See Table 6.1.) Below, I discuss each dimension in-depth. 
Cultivation of Caring Relationships with Students 
While a deep connectedness to students seemed to clearly enhance Chloe’s uptake 
of SFL-informed instruction, Sean seemed to distance himself from his students and was 
reticent to embrace most any aspect of SFL-informed teaching. Though he clearly 
appeared to care for them in certain ways, he behaved as though his role was to share his 
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knowledge with them, not personally connect with them. He was positioned at a -1.67 on 
this overall dimension.  
Scholar academic vs. learner centered. The instruction I observed in Sean’s 
class, with his tendency to read aloud word for word from the textbook from behind a 
lectern, was largely teacher-centered. Sean seemed to adhere to the beliefs associated 
with a scholar academic ideology (Whitefield, 1971), in that “the purpose of education is 
to help children learn the accumulated knowledge of our culture: that of the academic 
disciplines” (Schiro, 2008, p. 4) and view students as passive recipients of that 
knowledge. Whereas a learner centered approach to teaching considers student interests 
and needs (see Rugg and Shumaker, 1928), Sean appeared to believe that he possessed 
knowledge that needed to be handed down to students (see Freire, 1970). As such, he was 
the center of each lesson, not the students and their interests.  
First and foremost, Sean saw himself as an historian. He has a bachelor’s degree 
in history and noted the prominence of his background in history. For example, when 
asked how he got into teaching, he explained:  
I love the subject of history . . . That's the reason why I love [teaching] so much. I 
come to work every day able to teach something I love. It doesn't get any better 
than that when you see the interest that the kids have in the subject . . . I teach 
math. I love numbers as well but history is definitely my first love. To come to 
work every day to be able to teach the children every day is great. (S. Murphy, 
personal communication April 10, 2012) 
 
Sean and his wife have traveled the world, often visiting sites with historical significance. 
While conversing with colleagues one lunch hour, for example, Sean talked about trips to 
different U.S. Presidents’ houses. He has seen the first two and said, “The third, 
Jefferson, has to be next” (Fieldnotes, October 19, 2011). During class lectures he 
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demonstrated a profound knowledge of his subject matter, talking in detail about a battle 
site or a general’s leadership style, for example. Sean taught because he loves history; he 
saw himself as a scholar of history and viewed his role as imparting his knowledge of 
history to students.  
Furthermore, in a monthly PD meeting with MEB he made a poignant comment 
about his work, revealing the fact that he saw himself as an historian. MEB was leading 
the group of teachers in deconstructing a history text geared towards children, when she 
stated: “In the captions, there are little questions. So you see it’s because [the author] is 
an historian trying to reach children.” To which Sean responded, “So am I” (PD Meeting, 
November 4, 2011). Sean saw himself first, as an historian, again relating to the notion of 
the scholar academic ideology (Schiro, 2008; Whitefield, 1971) in which “distinctive 
disciplines of knowledge” (Whitefield, 1971) exist and the teacher is “a mini-scholar with 
a deep understanding of their discipline” (Schiro, 2008, p. 4). 
Further reflecting the fact that his teaching was not learner centered were 
comments he made to me one day as he was at this desk grading math tests. He said he 
was not happy with the results and mentioned how he can only help to a degree: “I offer 
tutoring every Tuesday afterschool. All they have to do is ask. I am here to help . . . I 
don’t need to tie their shoes . . . I should tell the parents to also help them” (Fieldnotes, 
October 11, 2011). Sean offered a certain degree of help to his students but did not think 
he needed to put extra effort into making sure the students “got” the material. He did not 
intend to “tie their shoes,” rather he aimed to present information to them on his terms. 
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He was not particularly sensitive to their needs and did not alter his teaching to meet their 
needs or interests. 
Sean loved history. He saw himself as a scholar in that subject matter and 
embraced a scholar-academic approach in that he desired to pass on his knowledge of 
history to students, rather than spend time arranging his instruction to meet the needs of 
his students.  
Personalized. While forging personalized, caring relationships with students, or 
those based on getting to know students deeply (see Sizer, 1999), seemed to enhance a 
teacher’s uptake of SFL-informed instruction, Sean appeared to keep personal distance 
from students. Though he spoke to students about his love of sports and travel, Sean 
distanced himself from his students in terms of how he both conducted class and 
interacted with students. Sean’s comments about birth order and what his students, most 
of whom come from low-income families, “get” are also revealing about his attitudes 
toward students. He is the oldest child in his family and said that he “doesn’t like the 
youngest and that attitude that accompanies it.” He added that a lot of his students are the 
youngest: “I hate that—all of the kids are the youngest and they think they know it all.” 
He then mentioned: “These kids get everything. Some of them are poor but they get 
everything” (Fieldnotes, October 11, 2011). The day he introduced the explanation 
writing assignment he also called students “prima donnas” when one commented on the 
design of the assignment sheet. Viewing his students as the product of parental 
indulgence, Sean did not want to spoil them and preferred to create distance between 
himself and them, viewing his job as being one of teaching students history, not getting to 
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know his students personally. Caring for them personally did not seem to be an integral 
part of his teaching. 
Hierarchical vs. egalitarian. Though sharing power with students seems to 
enhance a teacher’s use of SFL-informed instruction, Sean created hierarchical 
relationships in his classroom and retained most responsibility for directing class. He 
taught from behind a lectern situated at the front of the classroom, while students sat in 
their desks in rows before him, a revealing and symbolic statement on his relationship 
with students. Sean distanced himself from them and created a hierarchical power 
structure in which he wielded control. He held the knowledge and he aimed to pass it on 
to his students.  
In essence, Sean did not cultivate caring relationships with students. Rather, he 
appeared to hold a scholar academic approach to teaching in which he shared his 
knowledge of history with students and it was their responsibility to internalize that 
knowledge. Though he did engage them in conversation about local professional sports 
teams and occasionally talked about his travels, he kept his distance from students and 
released little control to students in the classroom.  
Recognition of the Needs of ELs 
Another key dimension in shaping teachers’ implementation of SFL-informed 
instruction involves recognizing the needs of ELs. On this dimension Sean was 
positioned at a -2. Though Sean did not alter his instruction to meet the needs of students 
learning English as a new language, at times he expressed interest in learning more about 
working with linguistically and culturally diverse students.  
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Pedagogical. The pedagogical continuum in the framework I created is concerned 
with two key elements, using the SFL-informed teaching/learning cycle to teach writing 
and providing opportunities for students to develop their oral language skills, both of 
which have been proven to meet the academic needs of ELs (see Gibbons, 2009). Sean 
did not engage in any such SFL-informed practices. He did not use the phases of the TLC 
to teach writing. Rather, he typically stood behind a podium at the front of the class 
reading aloud word-for-word from the history textbook while students generally sat idle 
at their seats, rarely even taking notes. Although Sean occasionally asked a question or 
requested that a student read aloud a section of the text, he provided few opportunities for 
students to develop oral language skills. Students did, however, have the opportunity to 
speak at the beginning of class when reviewing homework questions. The only time I saw 
students work in small groups, practicing oral language skills in conversation about 
history content, occurred during the aforementioned jigsaw activity. Sean, therefore, did 
not use pedagogical tools, like the TLC, or practices, like allowing ample opportunities 
for students to develop their oral language skills, which can boost ELs’ achievement.  
Academic content. In my Framework for Unpacking Teachers’ Uptake of SFL-
informed Instruction, I define academic content as the teaching of language/grammar, as 
doing so is an integral part of SFL. In fact, the only time I observed him explicitly talk 
about language was during his lessons on writing explanations about Constitutional 
amendments. While visiting with students Sean commented on the “use of I” in their 
writing telling them, “Don’t do it [use ‘I’] in an historical essay,” offering an example: 
rather than writing “’I think President Obama did a good job with healthcare,’ say 
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‘President Obama did a good job with healthcare.’” That same morning when a student 
asked if she could use the word, “thingy” in her paper, Sean emphatically replied, “No!” 
He did not explicitly teach language, which is a major tenet of SFL-informed instruction 
(See Christie & Derewianka, 2008; Derewianka, 1990, 1999; Schleppegrell, 2004) and 
beneficial for ELs. In other words, Sean did not talk about grammar in his class. He did 
not teach students to unpack the language of his history texts (see de Oliveira, 2010; 
Schleppegrell & de Oliveira, 2006) nor did he talk to them about language features, like 
use of noun groups or verbs in their own writing. 
Constructivist. Constructivist thought (see Palincsar, 1998; Vygotsky, 1978) 
centers on the idea that the knowledge students bring to a classroom is valuable and 
teachers and students should therefore negotiate and construct knowledge together. As 
such, the teacher in constructivist environments, guides students and scaffolds their 
learning, as such practices seem to enhance a teacher’s use of SFL-informed instruction. 
Sean, however, did not scaffold student learning. 
As previously noted, in informal conversations Sean often commented on how 
many students seemed “spoiled” at home and how he did not want to treat them that way 
in class. This was reflected in his instruction: Sean gave students information through the 
textbook and in-class discussion and they were responsible for knowing it and showing 
they had mastered the content by answering comprehension questions at the end of the 
chapter and taking tests which were comprised of multiple choice questions and a few 
short essays.  He did not see the need to scaffold lessons, like writing, as doing so would 
be spoiling them, or giving them too much assistance. Scaffolding, however, can be an 
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integral part of effective instruction for ELs (See Gibbons, 2003, 2009). Sean did not 
embrace practices in the classroom that helped scaffold, or build on, students’ knowledge 
of writing. Such practices might be seen as “tying their shoes” or giving them too much 
help. As scaffolding students’ knowledge of a genre and their writing is fundamental to 
the TLC, Sean’s beliefs about and behavior in regards to students not needing such 
supports or scaffolds run counter to major tenets of SFL-informed instruction (Brisk, 
Horan, & MacDonald, 2008; Gibbons, 2009), though they fully align with his view of 
students as independent learners who should take responsibility for their own 
achievement. 
Other than a lesson in February on writing explanations of Constitutional 
amendments, there was little scaffolding or building of students’ knowledge that would 
enable them to eventually work independently. In the Amendments lesson and the one on 
Federalists and Democratic-Republicans Sean modeled what he expected them to write in 
a traditional outline and filling it in on the board. Otherwise, he assigned recall questions 
and asked students to answer them. He did not delineate how to answer them, in complete 
sentences or in their own words. This became evident when I read their homework 
assignments: some students answered in thoughtful paragraphs, while others copied 
passages directly from the textbook. Scaffolding, which is fundamental part of the TLC 
and SFL-informed instruction more generally, was seldom a part of Sean’s instruction.  
Affective. Lowering the affective filer, or creating a supportive learning 
environment in which students feel comfortable experimenting in a new language is 
important for ELs (Krashen, 1981). The affective filter ran high in Sean’s classroom, with 
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students rarely taking risks in their learning. Despite the fact that Sean did not seem to 
recognize the needs of ELs, he did express an interest in learning more about working 
with ELs. 
On an initial survey in August 2011, Sean reported not having any professional 
development or coursework on working with ELs, yet the majority of Sean’s students 
were learning English as a new language. In an interview I asked him if he noticed any 
specific changes in their writing over the course of the year. His response indicated an 
attention to fixing grammatical errors in student writing and his surface level 
understanding of the needs of ELs: 
Sean: I'd say a couple of kids still have trouble with the language. I don't know if 
that's ever not going to be that way. It's funny though. I can't figure out this 
phenomenon. I wish someone would do some kind of study on this—of why some 
students that speak a second language are okay and then some that speak a second 
language are not okay. It's either they have it or they don't.  
CMP: You mean in terms of oral or written [language]? 
Sean: Written. I see like a lot of grammatical mistakes. I was just grading one 
little short answer essay . . . oh, just that they added an "s" on one of the things 
and obviously there was not one. That student definitely speaks Spanish all the 
time at home. And, I said to myself, “Oh my goodness.” But, then you have others 
that speak Spanish at home and are good. Their essays are perfect and you would 
never know that Spanish is their first language. . . . One person [who has] Spanish 
as a first language [will write a] good essay [content-wise]. That same person 
[with] Spanish [as a] first language—grammatically—just awful. I mean, oh my 
goodness. I don't understand it . . . In thinking about these two students, I think 
that the second student I mentioned does not read enough. And, you need to read 
a lot in order to master a second language. And that first one is always reading 
even though English is her second language. (S. Murphy, personal 
communication, April 11, 2012) 
 
Though Sean noted the difficulty some ELs had when writing, he said he “didn’t 
understand” their grammatical challenges when they seemed to grasp the content. As 
evidenced in his comments, Sean thought about issues, particularly with writing, that 
 	  
254 
impact ELs. He noted that one student’s essay was “grammatically, just awful” and he 
hypothesized that that student did “not read enough,” which according to him is 
necessary, “to master a second language.” Also poignant was Sean’s comment that 
students “either have it or they don’t” indicating that he felt little responsibility for what 
students did. His remark that a student added an “s” onto a word where “obviously there 
was not one” further indicates that he is not very technical in his analysis of ELs’ learning 
needs and he feels aspects of language, like plurals, should be “obvious.” 
Though he wondered about differences in ELs’ writing, he did not adapt 
instruction to meet their needs, which also supports Schiro’s (2008) argument about the 
scholar academic who uniformly implements curricula regardless of student needs. In 
part, Sean’s lack of attention to the needs of ELs may be attributable to the fact that he 
had limited training to help him meet their needs.  
Also during one of our formal interviews to assess Sean’s knowledge of what was 
being done at St. E’s to help students learning English, I asked him about any programs, 
other than the SFL writing initiative, targeted at helping ELs: 
We've talked about that. I think it's still in the process of trying to figure out what 
to do with our students who are second language learners. Actually, there's a 
workshop. Kerry recommended some workshops to me. One of them [the 
workshops] is [on working with] linguistically challenged [students]. I have to 
look into that . . . I might go to that one. (S. Murphy, personal communication, 
April 10, 2012) 
 
Sean expressed interest in learning more about how to work with ELs. When I asked if 
his master’s program required courses on working with ELs, he remarked:  
I wish that I could've. As a graduate student, no [he didn’t take any of these 
classes.] At [name of university] as far as I know in my program, there’s nothing 
about that. Maybe when I hopefully get my professional license . . . Someday, 
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then I can take those [classes on working with ELs] for professional development. 
I definitely would like to learn about how to teach second language learners. You 
see it in professional development workshops but they do it in like small portions. 
Not even an afternoon. Twenty-to-30 minutes. I want just a whole day, five days, 
or something like that. (S. Murphy, personal communication, April 10, 2012) 
 
Sean’s comments about wanting to learn more about working with ELs are 
hopeful. Despite the fact that he disregarded the PD our university team offered, he 
seemed interested in learning more about teaching ELs. This may be because he sees 
working with English learners as part of his job, whereas writing, to him, was not part of 
his responsibility as a history teacher. His understanding of ELs’ need for language 
instruction in the history content area, as evidenced through his comments and 
observations of his instructional practices (e.g. reading aloud from the textbook and 
asking students to answer comprehension questions) is not very nuanced. Perhaps if he 
were to take classes in working with ELs he might be more open to engaging in practices 
that enhance the learning of ELs such as using the TLC, providing opportunities for 
students to develop oral language skills, explicitly teaching language skills, scaffolding 
learning, and lowering the affective filter.   
View of Writing  
Another key dimension influencing teachers’ uptake of SFL-informed instruction 
concerned their view of writing. This continuum pertains to teaching writing across the 
curriculum and whether writing was an integral part of instruction or an add-on. On this 
overall dimension Seam was positioned at a -2. 
Writing across curriculum.  It is important to note that Sean was the only 
teacher in my study who was officially not a language arts teacher. He was primarily a 
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history teacher. Though writing is an integral part of history and our university team 
advocates strongly for teaching writing across the curriculum, Sean did not create a place 
for writing in his curriculum. He did not think it was his responsibility as a history 
teacher. 
While Sean often spoke of, and demonstrated, a love of history, he was equally as 
vocal regarding his feelings for language arts, though far less positive. On the teacher 
survey administered at the Summer Institute, Sean revealingly wrote and later crossed 
out: “I do not teach writing” and also indicated on the survey, “I do not teach language” 
(Survey, August, 2011). Though Sean felt differently, it is well documented that if you 
want students to develop writing proficiency writing instruction should not be just a job 
for language arts teachers (Graham & Perin, 2007, 2007a; Newell, et al., 2007; The 
National Commission on Writing, 2003; NCTE, 2006). Sean also noted that he has not 
had any PD training or coursework in writing instruction, teaching reading, or literacy. 
When asked what we should know about him as a writing teacher, he replied, 
“Personally, I struggle with writing” (Survey, August, 2011).  
During our weekly conversations, Sean stated often that he was “not a language 
arts person.” One afternoon when talking about attending a Broadway play with his wife 
he mentioned this: “I am not a language arts person. I am not that into plays and things” 
(Fieldnotes, February 14, 2012). Furthermore, at a monthly PD session, Sean told MEB, 
“I have always had a terrible experience with writing/English. And, I hate it” (PD 
Meeting, February 4, 2012). During a classroom visit he told me: “I am not a language 
arts teacher. I don’t know about interjections, conjunctions, and, or, but” (Fieldnotes, 
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February 28, 2012). Sean did not see himself as someone who knew a lot about language 
or who considered language arts as part of his teaching identity.  
Moreover, Sean viewed the work of lower grade teachers, who focus on teaching 
students to read as part of their language arts curriculum, as something foreign. One day, 
as part of a school-wide project, he switched places with the Pre-K teacher for an 
afternoon, as this was his “buddy” class. Sean worried about what to do with the younger 
students and he listened to Sister Agnes, who had been a kindergarten teacher earlier in 
her career, who told him to read aloud. As he relayed this to me he mock read, “This is a 
dog. The dog . . . ” in a stilted voice (Fieldnotes, January 31, 2012). He did not seem 
comfortable with what he considered to be work of elementary, language arts, or literacy 
teachers. His somewhat demeaning remarks point to his belief that teaching writing was 
not his responsibility. 
Also of note were Sean’s feelings about himself as a writer, which may have 
influenced his teaching of writing. As mentioned, on an initial survey he stated, 
“Personally, I struggle with writing.” Sean was working towards his M.A. degree in 
education, taking evening and weekend classes. On various occasions, when discussing 
his graduate work, Sean mentioned having to “pass a writing class” before he could 
graduate. Sean worried about his own writing and did not embrace teaching it. Teaching 
writing seemed to fall outside his comfort zone and what he deemed his responsibilities 
as a history teacher. Discussing his end of year evaluation from Kerry he remarked that 
she could: 
. . . be really hard on us. I only got a ‘2 out of 4’ for “trying new things.” I am 
doing a lot, not ‘creative writing’ but ‘facts.’ This is history and I do not do some 
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of the writing like people can do in other subjects. (S. Murphy, personal 
communication, June 5, 2012)  
 
Further, Sean often found the monthly professional development sessions irrelevant to his 
work: 
MEB knows this—a couple times we were in a workshop and she said, “Sean, 
you’re really quiet on this.” And I said, “Well, I don’t teach fictional writing. I 
teach factual history.” That is the best way I can put it. . . . They talk about 
language arts stories and I am like, “The cat went over the roof.” What’s the 
meaning of it? And I am sitting there like, “No, it’s fake.” I like the real. That’s 
what history is. It’s facts. That is what we study and what we write about. It is 
hard to do fiction for that. You could make up your own town or something. But I 
try to keep things real. I don’t want to be imaginative. (S. Murphy, personal 
communication April 10, 2012) 
 
He saw teaching writing as inextricably linked to “creative” writing, not “factual” 
writing, which he viewed as his responsibility as a history teacher. This was reflected in 
his use of end of chapter questions as his primary manifestation of writing in his classes. 
Additionally, Sean viewed history as facts, a perspective which may have contributed to 
his assigning comprehension questions from the textbook rather than addressing more 
open-ended, higher-order topics that might require extended responses.  
Furthermore, when I asked Sean what the writing curriculum was like at St. E’s in 
the years prior to our involvement at the site, he said, “I don't know. See, that's the one 
subject I don't teach, language arts.” Again, he saw teaching writing as something outside 
his domain as a history and math teacher.  He continued: 
I'm way more focused on getting my math program and my history program in 
focus. I know, I know we are all writing teachers. See language arts, I feel like 
that's what they really focus on more. I am kind of a unique oddball in the 
elementary school sense because I am the only one that doesn't teach language 




I was thrilled to hear Sean say, “I know, I know we are all writing teachers,” which is a 
marked difference from his initial response in August, that he “does not teach writing.” 
Yet the feeling that writing is really the job of language arts teachers left Sean wondering 
where his place was in the SFL writing initiative and the related professional 
development sessions. This is further revealed in his comments about the monthly 
professional development meetings with MEB:  
It's really hard for her [MEB] because she's sitting there and she'll talk about 
language arts and will be like, "Sean, I haven't heard from you yet." And, I will be 
like, "I don't teach language arts." I'm sorry. I think it's difficult for her and it's 
hard for us because she's trying to plan [for the PDs]. She does provide us with 
good materials. She tries to give each subject some sort of viewpoint of what she's 
saying, whether it's science or history. (S. Murphy, personal communication, 
April 10, 2012) 
 
Sean acknowledged that it was difficult for MEB to plan monthly PD sessions to 
meet the needs of all 4th-8th grade teachers who attended. As they all worked in different 
genres, she planned accordingly. Sean, however, felt he could not relate to the discussion 
when she talked about language arts, prompting her to say, “Sean, I haven’t heard from 
you yet.” His reply, “I don’t teach language arts” reveals the ongoing tension he felt 
about not being a language teacher and not being responsible for teaching language or 
writing.  
PD built around language and writing, like our SFL-informed initiative, was not 
something Sean saw as applicable to his work, even though both MEB and I made 
multiple attempts to tie writing to topics he studied in history. Teaching writing was not a 
priority in Sean’s history classes, nor was it something he saw as his responsibility.  
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Integrated vs. add-on. Whereas teachers who meaningfully integrated writing 
instruction into their teaching seemed more likely to positively respond to SFL-informed 
professional development efforts, writing was an add-on to, not an integral part of, Sean’s 
curriculum. It was tangential in Sean’s teaching. On the rare occasions when he taught 
writing, it was added onto an existing curricular approach and only taught in the context 
of a single lesson. There was no overarching curricular strategy for helping students 
develop their writing skills.  
In fact, Sean only designed two original writing assignments during the course of 
the school year and when he taught writing lessons they were taught in very specific 
contexts rather than seamlessly integrated into his instruction. While typical SFL-
informed genre studies extend over multiple lessons, each of Sean’s assignments was 
taught in the course of one class period. When he did teach writing, his instruction was 
not thorough, nor did he revisit lessons to reinforce their importance to students; rather, 
teaching writing was a “one shot deal” in Sean’s class.  
The issue of time, in particular, constraints on the time he had to cover historical 
material, impacted Sean’s response to SFL-informed professional development and added 
to his reluctance to integrate SFL into his teaching. Nearly every time I visited Sean’s 
class, he mentioned how busy he was, both professionally and personally. In fact, on my 
first day at St. E’s he commented, “The next five weeks are incredibly busy for me. I am 
the only one here getting my master’s . . . I am almost 30 [years old] and everyone is 
getting married. No one got married in the summer. I have like five or six weddings to go 
to” (Fieldnotes September 20, 2011). Sean’s commitments outside of school hours, 
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including his pursuit of a master’s degree and various other life events, like purchasing a 
new house, kept him occupied and left limited time for curricular innovation. 
Additionally, events occurring in school often disrupted his schedule and did not, 
in his view, allow him adequate time to try new lessons. In early October, for instance, 
when I inquired about visiting his eighth grade history class that day he said, “I am 
basically not going to see the eighth grade today [because of a field trip to visit a local 
Catholic high school]” (Fieldnotes, October 4, 2011). Again, in mid-November he 
mentioned the schedule being tight because of fieldtrips: “This is hard. I haven’t had the 
sixth graders since Thursday. There is so much interruption” (Fieldnotes, November 15, 
2012). That same day he asked about the upcoming PD meeting with MEB: “When is 
MEB’s PD? I am flying to New Jersey [to attend a sporting event] that night.” He was 
quite agitated and remarked: “I have a schedule, I have to get through this [the curriculum 
in his textbook.]” (Fieldnotes, November 15, 2012). “Getting through” his schedule, 
making sure he finished the chapters of his history text, was important to Sean, as he 
viewed his work as covering historical knowledge not teaching writing. Even adding 
writing onto his existing curriculum was too much for Sean. 
In many respects, Sean seemed overwhelmed, often noting that he did not “have 
time for this [whatever it was that was disrupting his schedule].” In fact, at Kerry’s 
request, at a monthly PD meeting with MEB, upper grades teachers planned a writing 
project with their younger “buddy classes.” The idea arose for his students to write a 
puppet show based on an historical event for their Pre-Kindergarten buddies, yet he was 
not interested, as evidenced in the following excerpt: 
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MEB: They could study something . . . [then] write a little play and do a puppet 
show. [Sean laughs.]  
Sean: We’ll see. We’ll see about a puppet show. 
MEB: The thing is . . . it would have to be [historically] accurate. Even if the 
characters are talking, it has to be accurate [in regard] to the time, and the place, 
and the kinds of things that they’re talking about. (PD Meeting, November 4, 
2011)  
 
Later, when I inquired about the potential puppet show, he said, “Not for me. No offense, 
maybe for younger grades.” He shook his head and responded, “I used to have time . . . I 
started this buddy system last year. But this year I don’t have the time” (Fieldnotes, 
November 15, 2011). Though MEB ensured Sean the content of the puppet show would 
directly link to what he taught in history, he resisted, further indicating that writing was 
not integral to his curriculum. 
After Sean’s mid-December conversation with Kerry about including writing in 
his lessons, he and I planned on working together to implement SFL-informed genre-
based writing into his instruction. He informed me that finding time to do so would be 
challenging. One day, for example, he opened his calendar and pointed to various places 
where a host of activities would take the place of instruction (Fieldnotes, January 24, 
2012). 
When I asked Sean in an interview what he found difficult about teaching writing 
he discussed the time it took to grade papers: 
It's a lot of time to correct the essays. It's very time-consuming . . . That's the 
thing I don't like - the time consuming part of it . . . and being objective. . . . It's 
hard to grade them. When you have multiple choice or true/false, it's easy. . . . 
Even with a rubric, it's hard. (S. Murphy, personal communication April 10, 2012) 
 
Time appeared to shape Sean’s reactions to SFL-informed instruction. Disruptions 
to his instructional schedule, such as field trips and mandatory in-school events, limited 
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the time he had to teach writing. Using a rubric to grade student writing was challenging 
for him as well, not just because it was more subjective than a multiple choice question 
but also because it was time-consuming. Time was tight, and as teaching writing was not 
his priority as a history teacher, Sean found little time to teach writing. 
In an interview in April, one of Sean’s remarks seemed to encapsulate his 
experience with SFL-informed instruction and our university team’s PD efforts at the 
school, further indicating that writing was not an integral part f his instruction. I asked, 
“How are you using SFL and genre to teach writing in your class?” He responded, 
“What's the SFL stand for?” (S. Murphy, personal communication April 10, 2012). I 
pushed further: 
CMP: I'm sorry. We use it [the SFL acronym] so frequently: It's systemic 
functional linguistics. Just that's the theory behind what we do with MEB. 
Basically there are different purposes for writing and kids need to learn that if 
you're going to write a persuasive piece, this is what you do. If you are going to 
write a fictional piece, this is what you do.  
Sean: I definitely want them to write persuasive, historical persuasive essays. 
Even some factual essays—to back up facts. That's what I mean by persuasive: 
say something and use facts to back it up. (S. Murphy, personal communication 
April 10, 2012) 
 
Though he had worked with SFL and the university team in various capacities, through 
weekly conversations with me and monthly PD meetings with MEB, Sean was still 
unfamiliar with what SFL stood for. He said he wanted students to “write historical 
persuasive essays” and “factual essays,” but these were not the genres of SFL, nor were 




Further evidence that Sean viewed writing as an add-on were his comments 
during our April interview. To Sean, teaching writing was a disruption not something 
easily incorporated into his work. In an interview in April when I asked Sean what parts 
of our collaborative work he found helpful and what parts he would change, he spoke of 
how the expectation that he teach writing “disrupt[ed] his flow:”  
But the one, the thing that is the negative part . . . [writing] disrupts my flow a 
little bit in my class . . . the days that you come in [to observe]. I don't do writing 
because I am right in the middle of doing something. So I think it disrupts my 
flow of the class in a way. . . . You know I have done more writing with you guys 
[university team]. But I did do some writing [in the previous school years], not as 
much as I have done now but I did do argumentative essays. I always did do a lot 
of short answer responses, short answer essays, but we've done a little bit more 
[this year.] And, that's where it's interrupted my flow a little bit. (S. Murphy, 
personal communication, April 10, 2012) 
 
I repeatedly reminded Sean that it was okay if he was not teaching writing while I was 
observing his class, and that I would be happy to look at student work, talk to him, and 
plan writing lessons with him. And, though MEB and I both tried to tailor the resources 
we shared with him with the topics he taught in his textbook and with the textbook itself, 
he felt as though our SFL-based work “interrupted his flow.” This comment aligns with 
his earlier remarks about having to “get through” the chapters in his textbook and not 
having time to teach writing in the ways that SFL-informed instruction would require of 
him. Though he did “[do] more writing” as part of the SFL PD he, who did not see 
teaching writing as part of his job, viewed these changes as disruptions, not progress. 
Sean’s schedule was busy; teaching writing took time he did not have and, as a history 
teacher, it was not something he saw as his responsibility. It seemed that writing was an 
add-on to him, not an integral element of his teaching. 
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Unfortunately, despite efforts to tailor PD to what he did in class, Sean never 
embraced aspects of SFL-informed instruction, and certainly not the language aspects. 
Though students answered questions at the end of chapters and wrote short answers on 
their tests, Sean generally required little writing of them. To him, writing seemed like an 
“add-on” not an integral part of his curriculum. 
Commitment to Professional Growth 
Another dimension related to teachers’ experiences with the SFL-informed 
writing initiative is a commitment to professional growth. Again, Sean’s teaching fell on 
the left hand side of this continuum at a -1.5, meaning his commitment to professional 
growth seemed like not a priority. 
Involvement in PD. Sean’s participation in PD efforts vacillated; sometimes he 
participated somewhat eagerly while other times he was reluctant to do so. Sean 
occasionally planned with me during my weekly visits and attended nearly all of MEB’s 
monthly PD sessions. In the first couple monthly PD sessions with MEB, Sean took an 
active role as MEB elicited his participation by sharing examples of history writing. He 
seemed interested in learning the difference between historical recounts and historical 
accounts, both of which are the genres I recommended he teach later in the year. At one 
point, he questioned whether one example MEB provided was really an account, as seen 
in an excerpt from the meeting transcript, revealing his understanding of the genres of 
history: 
MEB: This one [sample text] is an account because it has cause/effect and is 
similar to [an] explanation. . . . You can have an explanation sequence: it’s this, 
because of this, like the water cycle [in science]. So it’s beginning to go in that 
direction of cause and effect. [A] recount [does not have] cause and effect. It’s not 
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one [event] causing the other. That’s the difference between a recount and an 
account. . . . An account is sequential because one thing is causing another. 
Sean: When you look at the Compromise of 1850 [a sample text brought to the 
PD by MEB] . . . you’re looking at that as an historical recount, correct? My 
problem is that I’m looking at it as an historical account. I’m confused by that. 
MEB: Maybe I confused you because when I look at it now, it may be an 
account.  
Sean: I just think that a lot of the history books give you account. They [the 
authors] always give you the cause in the first paragraph, just like the 
Compromise of 1850, just like they give you the effect. I think maybe for 
historical recount it may be like a battle from a page in the book where they don’t 
give you any background information. This is where I was confused because 
looking at the Compromise of 1850 it definitely has the characteristics of cause 
and effect. 
MEB: I agree with you . . . it seemed like a recount, but I think you’re right. But 
if I were to describe the Battle of Gettysburg or something like that, that would be 
a recount or the life of Helen Keller that would be a recount. Yeah you’re right. 
(PD Meeting, October 7, 2011) 
 
When PD related directly to teaching history, Sean was an active participate and made 
keen observations, like, “a lot of the history books give you account.” 
The discussion at the October monthly PD meeting then turned towards SFL 
metalanguage, as evidenced below which revealed Sean’s comfort level with 
participating in PD efforts when he could relate to them as a history teacher: 
Teacher: Sorry, I’m just trying to clear the confusion in my mind with these 
words [SFL metalanguage]. Why do they [SFL theorists/practitioners] use so 
many words?  
MEB: Yeah, well I think that the notion of the words is to indicate the differences 
[subtle differences in the genres of SFL] and Sean picked it up right away because 
he’s an experienced history teacher. 
Sean: If it was literature, I would have been in outer space. (PD Meeting, October 
7, 2011) 
 
Later in the PD session MEB recommended that Sean follow the developmental 
trajectory of writing in historical genres laid out by SFL theorists (see Appendix H) 
which has students begin writing recounts before moving to genres that have more 
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challenging language demands, such as accounts. She also thought he could help students 
better understand historical text by using a graphic organizer to deconstruct that text 
before Sean asked them to write independently.  
At the PD session the following month, MEB shared another example related to 
the history content area, an historical report: “Native Languages of the Americas: 
Abenaki.” Sean was also an active participant at this meeting, turning a very dense 
sentence about a number of tribes into a more comprehensible one:  
MEB: [To Sean] So do you want to read that in that orientation? Just the first 
part. 
Sean: Do I read the report? [Sean reads aloud] The Abenaki tribe, together with 
the Maliseet, Passamaquoddy, Mi'kmaq, and Penobscot Indians, were members of 
the old Wabanaki Confederacy, adversaries of the Iroquois.  
MEB: Right, so you see that’s a very super factual, general statement placing 
these particular Indians among many other tribes. You practically need to make a 
tree of tribes to figure out what the heck that sentence says. I can’t [distinguish] 
them just by his reading. I can’t picture it in my head. So, if you read that to a kid, 
he’s going to say, “Oh my god!”  
Sean: I would show them [students] a map to show them where everything is 
related to each other and then put the Iroquois in, show how the Iroquois are 
mostly out in New York, and then there are these other tribes in Quebec and New 
England. . . . You don’t have to include all the tribes necessarily. You could say 
there were many tribes that belonged to the Abenaki. There are many tribes in the 
Abenaki, and they were adversaries of the Iroquois . . . enemies of the Iroquois 
you could use instead. (PD Meeting, November 4, 2011) 
 
As evidenced here, Sean actively participated in PD meetings when MEB 
discussed the genres of history. He engaged in conversations about the differences 
between genres, including accounts and recounts, and expressed interest in helping 
students understand the “cause and effect” of historical events. Attending to the nuances 
of the genres of history showed interest and understanding of SFL-informed instruction 
on his part. He understood tenets of SFL-informed instruction but did not teach them. 
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Further, he did not apply this knowledge during history lessons in the early part of the 
school year when this PD occurred, nor when I recommended that he teach historical 
recounts to his seventh grade class and historical accounts to his eighth grade class later 
in the school year. He was busy and writing was not a priority. When conversation 
moved towards language arts, his participation waned, causing MEB to say things like, 
“Sean you have been very quiet,” to which he replied that he was the only teacher in 
attendance not teaching language arts. When he felt like the PD matched his teaching of 
history, Sean seemed to participate more. 
Implementation of new pedagogical techniques/use of resources. Though 
MEB and I worked to align writing instruction with his history curriculum, Sean rejected 
most materials and ideas we shared with him—MEB in monthly PD meetings with the 
4th-to-8th grade teachers and I in weekly conversations and emails. Shared resources 
included: graphic organizers for historical recounts, explanations, and historical accounts; 
an historical recount timeline; sample student writing to use as a model of how to 
integrate writing into history instruction; and descriptions of history-based genres. While 
Sean used an organizer to teach writing one time when introducing the explanation genre 
and adapted the explanation assignment I designed to make it shorter, he did not use most 
resources we shared with him.  
Having taught sixth grade history with the same textbook as Sean, one afternoon I 
brought a number of assignment sheets and sample student work to show him how I 
integrated writing into my history curriculum. I shared a mummification flipbook 
assignment I designed using a procedure and he mentioned that MEB discussed 
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procedures with them at their last PD. Wanting him to see that there can be a fun way to 
write in social studies, I also shared a sample of a travel brochure, which was a 
culminating project at the end of the study of Ancient Egypt which involved persuasive 
writing. Without responding, he grabbed his sixth grade history text and said he needed to 
get ready for class, commenting: “I work 40-45 hours a week and am taking classes and 
trying to get this all done” (Fieldnotes, November 15, 2011). In addition, I had a series of 
email exchanges with him over the course of the year in an effort to further engage him in 
the work our partnership was doing around SFL-informed genre based instruction. In 
these, I included sample graphic organizers and ideas for his classes. Sean never used 
any, nor did he follow up with me about adapting any for his teaching purposes.  
Though MEB and I shared resources with Sean to help bring writing to his 
curriculum in ways that aligned with topics he taught and the goals of SFL, they did not 
fit his style of teaching. Writing, to Sean, was seen as an assignment not a process, as was 
evident in the fact that he gave assignments and expected students to complete them 
largely independently and in little time. There were no drafts, revisions, or peer editing. 
Such instructional tools go beyond a model of the teacher transferring knowledge to 
students via sharing information from a textbook. Plus, they require preparation and using 
outside resources that are not a part of the adopted textbook program. Aside from the few 
assignments mentioned in this chapter, including students’ work with Amendments and 
their writing about “Big Business,” Sean used questions generated from the text. Sean 
was incredibly busy and did not seem to have time for the newness of SFL-informed 
teaching. Additionally, he did not see teaching language or teaching writing as part of his 
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responsibility as a history teacher. Further, he was not comfortable with this type of 
instruction and did not see a need to alter his current practice, only doing so when his 
principal demanded he do so. Hence, the resources went largely unutilized.  
To think about Sean’s implementation of pedagogical tools and resources shared 
with him during SFL-informed PD it is also beneficial to look at his responses to the 
initial teacher survey I gave him at the Summer Institute in late August and his responses 
to my interview questions in early April, after he had received professional development 
in SFL for eight months. In August, when asked what kind of writing the students need to 
do in his class(es), Sean wrote, “One essay question per test. Short answer questions.” He 
added, “Students write reports on certain subject areas.” Also, when asked what writing 
units or genres or topics he has taught, Sean noted that in the past he taught “history 
research”. When asked what types of writing he does with students, he wrote, 
“responding to what they've read or responding to what we've learned in class that day.” 
This is consistent with what I observed. Students responded to their reading in writing, 
which was directly linked to what they discussed in class. Generally, the history textbook 
was the basis for in-class lessons, their homework, and any writing they did.  
In our April interview when I asked Sean if the way he teaches writing has 
changed, he replied, “I can honestly say what you guys have done has really given me 
some tips. The worksheets you have given me have been very helpful. It has definitely 
changed me this year.” He continued, “Well, what you guys have been doing has 
provided me with resources. But definitely what you have provided me with—the 
documents you send me, things to help get themselves going on an argumentative essay . 
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. . that has been a real big help (S. Murphy, personal communication, April 10, 2012). 
Sean mentioned “the helpfulness of the worksheets” and “the resources” as being the 
most useful part of our work together because “ [he] fe[lt] that we [teachers at St. E’s] 
don't have as many resources at all and that's our big problem, the lack of writing 
resources. But what you've provided me, the examples have been outstanding” (S. 
Murphy, personal communication April 10, 2011). Sean commented on enjoying the 
“resources” and “worksheets” yet he very rarely used them. The only SFL resources I 
saw him use were the graphic organizer for explanations and the assignment sheet I 
created for the explanation assignment on the amendments. Even with all the resources 
MEB provided at monthly PD meetings directly related to teaching history, like the 
graphic organizer for historical accounts and the mentor texts she shared with them, he 
rarely used them.  
Kerry, the school principal, was also concerned about Sean’s resistance to 
implementing new pedagogical tools and resources. During my visits she frequently 
stopped me in the hallway to ask for updates on teachers’ progress, particularly his. And, 
when I interviewed Kerry in May, the first thing she asked was if Sean had embraced our 
work with SFL in the second half of the school year: 
Kerry: Now, has he been working better? 
CMP [author]: For a while, he really was [better about teaching writing with 
SFL] after he said you had spoken with him. . . . MEB said he brought a bunch of 
writing [to the monthly PD meeting] that was really good the other day but he is 
not doing it when I am here [at St. E’s]. And, I think that it is a struggle for him to 
have somebody coming in every week. He said, “I don’t necessarily do writing at 
that time.” And, I was like, “I get that, but if you want to show me writing that 
you did the week before, that is fine. I don’t need to ‘see it in action’ but I would 
like to see where the kids are going and where you are taking them.” So he hasn’t 
really been doing that, but he was for a while. Like in the beginning of the year it 
 	  
272 
was really slow, and in the middle I think after you spoke to him it sort of picked 
up quite a bit. And, what I have done is gone through his textbooks and I have 
been like, “Okay, where are you? Which unit are you doing?” And I say this fits 
with this genre for seventh grade, this fits well with eighth grade. So, I have sent 
him graphic organizers and things that he could take step by step so it’s not 
something super-overwhelming like doing the science fair or some huge project. 
[As I am speaking Kerry is nodding in agreement]. (C.M. Pavlak, personal 
communication, May 8, 2012) 
 
My comments to Kerry above reflect the path that Sean’s response to SFL-
informed instruction took: he started out very slowly and resistant.  He attempted to teach 
writing after Kerry reprimanded him, and then as the year got busier he stopped trying to 
integrate SFL-informed instruction into his teaching altogether. Despite me sharing 
resources, like graphic organizers, with Sean, he continued to resist teaching writing. He 
commented that he often does not teach writing when I am on site. I assured him that he 
could simply talk to me about what he did and show me student work. I also repeatedly 
offered to help him plan his SFL-informed lessons. I tried to help him “start small” with 
pedagogical tools like graphic organizers that would allow students to “read through the 
[text] book, pull out key information, organize it in sections, and then write off of it.” 
Nonetheless, he only gave a few writing assignments to the students over the course of 
the entire school year. He rarely implemented new pedagogical tools and resources into 
his teaching. 
Reliance on textbooks vs. An evolving curriculum. Sean relied heavily on his 
textbook. While teachers who used multiple texts and viewed curriculum as evolving 
seemed more likely to take up SFL-informed instruction, Sean adhered to a view of 
teaching that centered on textbooks and tests. He read aloud daily from the textbook, 
stopping mainly to discuss words in boldface. For homework, Sean assigned questions 
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from the end of each section in the chapter. After finishing a chapter, he gave a test based 
mainly on facts from the textbook. Often, when I was supposed to observe history 
classes, he was giving a math or a history test or reviewing for a math or history test. He 
even mentioned how he enjoyed giving tests because it makes for “an easy day,” giving 
him “1.5 hours off after lunch” (Fieldnotes, October 11, 2012).  
Multiple attempts to share resources with Sean, those related to SFL-informed 
genre-based instruction and those more general to teaching writing in the history content 
area, did not alter his instructional pattern. He did not approach curriculum as something 
that evolved, rather it was stagnant in that it remained centered on his history textbook. In 
his end of the year review Kerry mentioned that he needed to improve in his willingness 
to “try new things” which he attributed to Kerry “Be[ing] really hard on us” not to his 
own resistance (S. Murphy, personal communication, June 5, 2012). When it came to 
curriculum, Sean resisted trying new things.  
Interestingly, when I asked Sean if he thought his teaching had changed over the 
course of the five years since he began he said: 
I think it has changed in . . . understanding the kids more. Listening to faculty 
members more, a lot more variety in teaching, as well. I have my students more 
working together rather? than having myself do all the work. . . I try to emphasize 
more on the student learning experience. (S. Murphy, personal communication 
April 10, 2012) 
 
Perhaps Sean’s instruction had changed slightly in that he occasionally engaged students 
in activities like the jigsaw described earlier. Yet I did not get the sense that he did so 
because it was more enriching for the students. Though Sean taught a handful of writing 
lessons during the year and had a love for and command of history, his teaching 
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evidenced little variety. His over-reliance on teaching with the textbook left little room to 
integrate SFL-informed instruction into his teaching.  
Teaching as lifelong learning. A view of teaching as a process of lifelong 
learning may also impact a teacher’s use of SFL-informed instruction. Though Sean was 
enrolled in a master’s degree program at a local university, he did not seem to particularly 
enjoy it or be doing it because he loved learning. Rather, he often spoke about how much 
time it took and how he was “overwhelmed” by the workload (Fieldnotes, November 15, 
2011). In addition, he often mocked his classmates, many of whom were full-time 
students not yet teaching. One day he mentioned being frustrated with a classmate who 
said she worked “24 hours a day” because she was the resident advisor of a dorm or 
another who was tired from “wait[ing] tables on [a] Sunday.” He scoffed at this, saying 
that many of his peers took three classes and only worked part-time while he was 
teaching all day and attending class at night. Though Sean was intent on completing his 
graduate degree he did not seem to be doing it because he loved learning or saw teaching 
as a lifelong learning process.  
In February, he commented again on the busy-ness of being a graduate student 
while teaching full time: “I am sure you understand. I just want my life back” 
(Fieldnotes, February 14, 2012). This theme of being extra-busy because of his studies 
was common in our conversations. Finally, in June, when he completed his last course, he 
put his hands over his head, outstretched, leaned back in his chair and remarked, “I need 
to take a break from graduate school.” He said he was taking his comprehensive exam in 
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July but is now worried about having to look into getting his professional teaching 
licensure (Fieldnotes, June 5, 2012).   
Though it proved quite stressful and took a lot of time, Sean was committed to 
earning his M.A. degree. Whereas Chloe talked about “staying in school forever” if she 
could, Sean often complained about the workload and how his courses occupied much of 
his time, often going straight to his graduate classes from St. E’s. Sean had little time to 
experiment with his curriculum. He was very busy with his personal commitments and 
graduate school. While he was dedicated to his studies, his remarks did not suggest an 
overall commitment to lifelong learning, a characteristic that may add to teachers’ use of 
SFL; rather, he seemed to view his studies as a way to enrich his teaching credentials, 
providing personal benefits, like job security.  
Commitment to Collaboration  
Commitment to collaboration on multiple levels—in the classroom, with 
colleagues, and beyond the school—appeared to play a role in teachers’ uptake of SFL-
informed instruction. In essence, teachers who worked collaboratively seemed to more 
readily adopt tenets of SFL. This seemed to be aided in part by the fact that those they 
were collaborating with, like the university team, was well-versed in SFL. Sean did not 
frequently engage in collaboration with colleagues or with our university team, nor did he 
encourage his students to work together in class. As such, he was positioned at a -1.67 on 
this continuum.  
In the classroom. Sean did not encourage collaborative learning. As part of 
typical in-  
 	  
276 
class activities, students generally worked independently. They sometimes read sections 
of the history textbook to themselves when Sean needed a break from reading aloud. 
Only once over the course of the school year did I witness them working in small groups 
during a jigsaw activity.  
Similarly, because he was generally reading aloud from the textbook in class, 
Sean rarely collaborated with students in small groups or individually. The overwhelming 
majority of his instruction was whole-class. Opportunities to work collaboratively with 
and interact with peers in the classroom benefits ELs (Cummins, 1996; Echevarria, Vogt, 
& Short, 2008; Gibbons, 2009; Lessow-Hurley, 1999; Richard-Amato, 1996; Verplaetse, 
2008), yet Sean’s typical teaching methods and lessons he planned did not require 
students to work together. 
With colleagues. While at St. E’s, I did not observe Sean collaborating with 
colleagues, though he regularly ate lunch with Sister Agnes, Chloe, and the school 
counselor. As Sean was the sole history teacher in grades sixth-through-eighth, he 
seemed to plan his lessons independently. Chloe, who was new to teaching the middle 
grades, also taught math like Sean did but I never witnessed them working together.  
An example of Sean’s reluctance to collaborate with colleagues surfaced when 
Kerry and MEB suggested that teachers do cross-grade level writing projects with their 
buddy classes. At a monthly PD meeting MEB suggested that Sean’s students could write 
historically accurate puppet shows to perform for their Pre-K buddies. When I asked Sean 
about it he remarked, “I used to have time . . . I started this buddy system last year. But 
this year I don’t have the time” (Fieldnotes, November 15, 2011). Perhaps if he were not 
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feeling so overwhelmed, like he did during the year of the study when he had many 
personal and professional commitments like graduate school, he would be more likely to 
embrace collaborative work with fellow teachers at St. E’s. During the time of my study, 
however, he did not collaborate often. 
Beyond the school. Sean collaborated with my colleagues and me to a slight 
degree, yet I never once witnessed him bringing in a guest speaker from an organization 
outside the school to speak to students. Perhaps influencing his commitment to working 
with our university team, he seemed to see a fundamental divide between theory and 
practice. Sean viewed SFL-informed instruction as theory and therefore somewhat 
impractical for day-to-day teaching, a perspective that seemed to influence his level of 
professional collaboration with our university team. Though Sean was dedicated to 
finishing his MA degree he saw a disconnect between theories, which he viewed as being 
university-based, and the practice of classroom teachers. On one of my first visits, he 
remarked: “Not to be mean, but sometimes I get too much about theories and I will listen 
but after a while I just have to do what I am going to do. I have to teach” (Fieldnotes, 
September 27, 2011). 
At times, it seemed like he saw me as a representative of theory, not practice, 
someone out of touch with classroom realities. I was a symbolic representation of all he 
did not attend to as a teacher. For example, though both Chloe and Sister Agnes signed 
their teacher consent forms in early September and Kerry made it clear that all 4th-8th 
grade teachers would participate in the SFL partnership, it took longer for me to convince 
Sean that it would be “safe” to participate. This was consistent with his feelings about 
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getting his students to consent to participate in the project. While Sister Agnes rapidly 
returned all of her homeroom students’ (the eighth grade) papers to me (signed by both 
students and parents) and Chloe gathered all but a few of the sixth graders’ forms (a few 
parents did not want their children to participate), it was not until Sister, who showed 
enthusiasm for SFL, talked to students that Sean’s homeroom students (seventh graders) 
consented. Also suggesting a measure of skepticism, when I interviewed Sean and asked 
about recording our conversation, he said, “Let me text my lawyers” (Fieldnotes April 10, 
2012). During the two interviews with Sean, he opened up more about his teaching and 
his background when the recorder was off.  
Sean seemed to mistrust a number of university staff. In October, for example, 
when talking about his graduate classes and how during three out of five of their sessions 
students present material that they read (much like a jigsaw) he remarked, “In my [grad] 
classes the teacher gets off easy. . . . She doesn’t have to do her job. We do it for her” 
(Fieldnotes October 11, 2011). Rather than seeing the presentations as a learning tool, 
Sean saw them as a means for the instructor “getting off easy” and shirking her 
responsibilities.  
The most notable example of his uneasiness with the SFL-project and his 
resistance to collaborating beyond the school occurred in November after I observed him 
teaching a jigsaw lesson in his eighth grade history class. Sean, Sister A, and Paul (the 
school counselor) were eating their lunches when Sean turned to me and asked in a sharp 
tone, “Are you getting your data?” Taken aback, I offered, “Yes, I am getting a lot of 
writing.” I then reminded him and Sister that MEB would be on-site that week for her 
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monthly PD meeting and she wanted to use student work in her presentation. I had given 
her personal narratives from Sister’s class and told Sean that I copied student homework. 
He remarked, “That is from September. I don’t even remember what that is about.” I 
replied, “I just gave her what I had. You are welcome to bring more recent writing.” He 
retorted, “Nah, nah, I don’t have any. That is not going to happen” (Fieldnotes, 
November 2, 2011). He explained more about his feelings later: “I felt like I was being 
investigated the other day. Both you and the social worker were observing.” I replied, “I 
am just there to help with writing. To be a resource.” He did not respond (Fieldnotes, 
November 2, 2011).  
Such mistrust seemed to occur often with me, a representative of the university. 
He saw a fundamental divide between those representing theory, or people from the 
university, and those in practice, teachers, which may have impacted his uptake of SFL 
and willingness to collaborate with me. His comment from September about “get[ting] 
too much about theories” and “hav[ing] to teach” is indicative of this sentiment. When he 
asked if I was “getting my data” and later explained that he felt like he was “being 
investigated,” indicated mistrust. He did not feel supported but that he was a subject of 
study. It seemed Sean was uneasy with the idea of “research,” so to build trust and help 
him benefit from our collaboration I committed myself to trying to make the SFL-
informed PD feel more practical to him by tying my suggestions directly to his textbook 
and his curriculum. MEB committed to the same. Nonetheless, though Sean seemed 
somewhat engaged in the first couple of monthly PD meetings with MEB when she 
discussed history text, he largely resisted collaborating with our university team.  
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Overview of the Shape of Sean’s Use of SFL 
Sean’s resistance to professional development aimed at helping teachers 
incorporate SFL-informed genre based instruction into his teaching can be linked to a 
number of dimensions. (See Figure 6.3.) As noted throughout this chapter, Sean scored in 
the negative realm on all five key dimensions of analysis. He largely resisted using SFL-
informed instruction in his classroom.  
Figure 6.3 A Picture of Sean’s Uptake of SFL 
 
Some research points to lessons that can be learned from teachers who resist reform 
(Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006; Gitlin & Margonis, 1995; Stillman, 2011). While 
Achinstein and Ogawa (2006), for example, highlight the actions of educators who made 






















benefit their students, Sean’s resistance did not seem rooted in decisions that were best 
for his students. Sean adhered to a scholar-academic approach (see Whitefield, 1971; 
Schiro, 2008), viewing his role as a teacher as transferring knowledge to students not 
getting to know them and SFL-informed instruction emphasizes constructing knowledge 
with students.  
Sean also viewed scaffolding students’ knowledge, which is central to the TLC, as 
unnecessary. In fact, the teaching/learning cycle with its emphasis on building field, 
deconstruction of text, and co-construction of text is centered on scaffolding students’ 
knowledge (Brisk, Horan, & MacDonald, 2008; Gibbons, 2009) and enabling students to 
collaborate (Cummins, 1996; Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2008; Gibbons, 2009; Lessow-
Hurley, 1999; Richard-Amato, 1996; Verplaetse, 2008), both of which are fundamental to 
developing ELs’ literacy skills.  His ideas about teaching were in fundamental opposition 
to major tenets of SFL-informed instruction.  
Furthermore, as a history teacher, Sean did not see writing as part of his 
responsibility. He was uncomfortable with the domain of language arts and was not 
comfortable as a writer himself. Additionally, Sean’s curriculum was centered on “texts 
and tests” and there was no time for writing; it was tangential to his curriculum. Teaching 
writing was not a priority, nor was changing his practice. As Sarason (1990) noted, “to be 
able to consider alternatives, one must first be dissatisfied with things as they are” (p. 
110). People are more apt to embrace an initiative, like SFL-informed instruction, when 
they believe that a change is necessary. Sean did not seem to think he needed to change 
his practice, only doing so when Kerry said he had to. He was not dissatisfied with the 
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way things were; rather, he seemed comfortable with his traditional form of teaching 
from the textbook. Sean did not embrace our university team’s efforts to collaborate with 
him. All of the elements highlighted above appeared to shape his resistance to SFL-
informed professional development.  
Conclusion: Sean’s Enactment of SFL-informed Instruction over the School Year 
Over the course of the school year, Sean’s enactment of SFL-informed instruction 
took an inconsistent path. Early in the school year, from September to November, Sean 
taught his history class using the textbook. Students wrote in history class but only as part 
of homework assigned from their textbooks. It was non-SFL-based. In December, after 
encouragement from myself, MEB, and Kerry, however, Sean attempted to teach the 
historical argument genre to the seventh grade class and gave the eighth grade group a 
writing assignment somewhat related to the persuasive genre. Furthermore, in January he 
taught factorial explanations to his eighth grade class. Finally, in March I tried to guide 
him through an historical recount with his seventh grade class and an historical account 
with eighth graders, but he did not teach either genre. He taught writing a few times 
during the school year, yet after February, the lessons I observed in Sean’s class were 
much as they were in the beginning of the year: straight from the textbook. 
Though Sean’s instruction remained focused on the textbook, he took a few risks 
in his teaching during the time of this study. In October, he altered instruction by 
including a jigsaw activity. Though non SFL-related, the jigsaw involved getting students 
to write and interact with one another during class. Students resisted, at first. They did not 
want to move their desks into a circle to work with their groups and one student strongly 
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lobbied to have a debate instead of the jigsaw. Sean said, “You guys always ask about 
doing something different in this class. Here you go . . . Ha. Ha” (Fieldnotes, October 25, 
2011). As evidenced in his comments, students wanted a break from their usual methods 
of reading aloud and answering questions for homework. Sean attempted to change but 
then mocked them by laughing when they resisted doing the jigsaw.  
Why, then, did Sean seem to embrace SFL-informed instruction in December and 
into the New Year? In October and November, MEB and I spoke weekly during our 
university team meetings about Sean’s resistance to teaching writing using SFL. MEB 
said she would approach Kerry about this matter. Kerry’s goal was to have all 4th-8th 
grade teachers teach writing across the curriculum using SFL-informed instruction. In 
fact, she required their participation in all forms of the professional development: at the 
Summer Institute, at monthly meetings with MEB, and during weekly observations by 
my university colleague and me. Kerry also wanted to see teachers’ commitment to SFL 
in their lesson plans, which she made clear to Sean in December.  
Sean’s teaching changed in late December and into the New Year after Kerry 
spoke with him and told him he needed to teach writing. After their conversation, he said 
to me apologetically: “I know you have been disappointed in my class. . . .  I can give 
you [student writing] bi-weekly” (Fieldnotes, December 14, 2011). He then emailed me 
the Big Business assignment (outlined on p. 201), which students completed that same 
week. Though the assignment was not SFL-based, I was encouraged because he 
integrated writing into his curriculum in a more meaningful way than simply assigning 
questions from the textbook.  
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Though Sean showed interest during some monthly PD meetings with MEB and 
on his initial survey commented, “[I] hope to apply concepts I learn in this workshop to 
my classroom,” unfortunately, he did not apply many SFL concepts to his instruction. He 
was busy and teaching writing was not a priority. Additionally, he did not seem to think 
his instruction needed changing. Kerry required that Sean attend monthly Friday 
afternoon meetings with MEB and he appeared to be engaged when she talked 
specifically about history. When Kerry pushed him to include writing in his lesson plans, 
initially, he did. When the school year got busier, however, and his time more 
constrained, not even Kerry’s initial insistence proved effective. He stopped teaching 
writing.  
Planning for the 2012-2013 School Year 
“I am just doing recount.” In thinking about Sean’s resistance to SFL-informed 
instruction in the 2011-2012 school year and knowing that the university’s work at St. 
Elizabeth would be continuing into the new school year, my university colleagues and I 
brainstormed ways to help him become more involved in the writing initiative. We 
thought it would be beneficial for Sean to focus on one SFL project per semester. Doing 
so might help him feel less overwhelmed. Since at the final monthly meeting with MEB, 
Sean said, “I am just doing recount,” we suggested he start a recount project with the 
seventh grade students and later in the year an historical account with eighth grade 
(Meeting Notes, May 7, 2012).  
In our final interview in June when I asked Sean about his plan for teaching 
writing in the following school year, he commented: 
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A lot of mixed bag of argumentative essays, what you guys call persuasive. 
Recounts. I really want them [students] to use facts to back up their statements 
and have a thesis statement for even a 100-word essay. [Students should be able 
to] make a statement and use facts from the book for support. (S. Murphy, 
personal communication, June 5, 2012) 
 
By the end of the school year, in June, Sean no longer said he does not teach writing. He 
acknowledged that he would be teaching persuasive “argumentative essays” and 
“recounts.” Sean’s use of two SFL terms, persuasive and recounts signaled to me that he 
had embraced a bit of our work together.  
Also in our final interview I asked his opinion about what needs to happen for our 
SFL/St. E’s partnership to really take off and for teachers to continue with the project, to 
which he responded: 
Keep giving us ideas [for the] subjects we teach. For example, I know in the 
middle school we teach individual subjects so that’s what we really need help in. . 
. . What can we do or what’s the best way to go about this? Should this be 
compare/contrast or something else? Do it by subject area. Just because it was, 
and MEB knows this, a couple times we were in a workshop and she said, “Sean, 
you’re really quiet on this” and I said, “Well, I don’t teach fictional writing. I 
teach factual history.” That is the best way I can put it. (S. Murphy, personal 
communication, June 5, 2012) 
 
Additionally, when interview questions turned toward improving PD content for 
the following year, he mentioned feeling left out during monthly meetings with MEB: 
They [MEB and the other fourth-eighth grade teachers] talk about language arts 
stories and I am like, “The cat went over the roof,” what’s the meaning of it? . . . I 
am sitting there like, “No, it’s fake.” I like the real—that’s what history is—it’s 
facts. That is what we study and what we write about. It is hard to do fiction for 
that. You could make up your own town or something. But I try to keep things 
real. I don’t want to be imaginative. Even though MEB was saying a lot of guys 
write imaginative style, I am not into that. (S. Murphy, personal communication, 




Despite numerous attempts to share SFL-themed resources with Sean that directly linked 
to topics he and his students were studying in history, he still viewed the PD as 
something apart from his work as a history teacher.  Though Sean said he appreciated the 
resources and ideas we provided that related to subjects he taught, he saw our PD as 
centered largely on teaching “fictional writing” not “factual history,” which he deemed 
his work. Though both MEB and I attempted to show Sean how there are genres of 
history writing in SFL-informed instruction that are not imaginative but, indeed, based on 
“facts,” he resisted. We introduced him to genres such as historical recounts, historical 
accounts, and explanations, which all deal with nonfiction writing. Nonetheless, Sean did 
not see a place for SFL in his teaching.  
Sean in the 2012-2013 School Year 
Professional development aimed at helping teachers incorporate SFL-informed 
instruction into their teaching continued at St. Elizabeth into the 2012-2013 school year.  
Kerry did not require all fourth to eighth grade teachers to participate, however, only 





CHAPTER SEVEN: SISTER AGNES: “I THINK GRAMMAR IS IMPORTANT.” 
Introducing Sister Agnes 
The Teacher 
At the time of the study Sister Agnes Pagano had been in the field of education 
for 46 years. Prior to joining the staff at St. E’s she was a principal in a large mid-western 
city twenty years ago, and had taught the middle grades for fifteen years. She turned 
seventy during the time of the study and taught language arts and religion to eighth 
graders and religion to sixth grade. Sister holds a bachelor’s degree in elementary 
education and a master’s in education. Because of her years of administrative experience, 
Kerry, the principal, often left Sister Agnes in charge when she was off-site. After four-
and-a-half decades of being an educator, Sister retired at the end of the 2011-2012 school 
year.  
Sister Agnes is a member of the Sisters of Providence, the religious community 
largely responsible for the livelihood of St. E’s. According to the group’s website, “The 
Sisters of Providence of Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, Ind., a Congregation of Roman 
Catholic women religious, are dedicated to the mission of being God's Providence in the 
world by committing ourselves to works of love, mercy and justice in service among 
God's people” (Sisters of Providence, n.d.). As noted in Chapter 3, the mission of St. 
Elizabeth School, which is, “to meet the needs of our students and their families through 




On an initial survey in the summer of 2011, Sister noted that she had previously 
received professional development in the following areas: creative writing, teaching 
reading (coursework and professional development), and general literacy. On this same 
survey, when asked what kind of writing the students need to do in her classes, Sister 
Agnes answered, “Essay questions, Personal Narrative, Creative, descriptive, letters 
(friendly and business), and book reports.” The language textbook largely directed her 
instruction and when asked to describe writing instruction in her classroom, she 
remarked, “I follow the writing section of [name of textbook]” and said that to get ideas 
for her teaching of writing, “[I] pretty much follow my textbooks.” She reported teaching 
the following: “parts of speech and sentence structure and in literature when we studied 
plays—they had to write their own plays and act them out. Write a comparison papers 
between Romeo and Juliet and West Side Story” and mentioned that she, “enjoy[s] 
teaching creative writing and persuasive writing.” Finally, when asked what she hopes to 
get out of the SFL/St. Elizabeth’s collaboration, she remarked, “To learn better ways of 
teaching writing and to get my students excited about writing.” At the time of our study 
Sister Agnes had been teaching for decades and used her textbook to teach writing. Yet 
after observing and interacting with her at the Summer Institute she showed genuine 
interest in learning more about an SFL-informed approach to teaching writing.  
I positioned Sister’s teaching a various points along the five continua. (See Table 
7.1.) The range of scores indicates how Sister was strong in certain areas that lent 
themselves to implementation of SFL-informed instruction and weaker in others. While 
Sister cultivated caring relationships with students, held a strong view of writing, and 
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collaborated well, she did not seem to have as strong a recognition of the needs of ELs or 








Continuum 1: Cultivation of caring 
relationships with students 
Overall: 1 
Scholar academic vs. learner centered 1 
Personalized 1 
Hierarchical vs. egalitarian 1 
Continuum 2: Recognition of the needs of ELs Overall: 0.5 
Pedagogical 0 
Academic Content 2 
Constructionist 0 
Affective 2 
Continuum 3: View of writing Overall: 2 
Writing across the curriculum 2 
Integrated vs. Add-on 2 
Continuum 4: Commitment to professional 
growth  
Overall: 0.5 
Involvement in PD 1 
Implementation of new pedagogical 
techniques/use of resources 
0 
Reliance on textbooks vs. evolving curriculum 0 
Teaching as lifelong learning 1 
Continuum 5: Commitment to Collaboration Overall: 1 
Throughout the classroom 1 
With colleagues 1 
Beyond the school 1 
 
Visiting Sister’s Classroom 
A typical class. I walked into the corner room where students were at their desks 
talking quietly with one another. All were in uniform. Most wore short sleeve, navy blue 
Polo style shirts with the white St. E’s logo emblazoned in the upper left hand corner. A 
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few girls donned navy blue cardigans and matching knee high socks. Every student wore 
some variation of black shoes. As I walked in I found a chair that seemed unused at the 
front of the room by a computer adjacent to Sister A’s desk. I asked if anyone sat there, 
and a tall Vietnamese boy in the front row said no, it was okay if I did. When I 
introduced myself, the same teenager enthusiastically said, “Glad to have you here!” The 
students talked quietly amongst themselves until Sister A returned. She came back and 
told me that they were going to play Jeopardy for a while and then end the period with 
literature. She read aloud trivia questions from a desk calendar (the small kind with the 
pull-off style pages). The first questions shared the theme of “game shows.” Wheel of 
Fortune, Price is Right (Bob Barker). Sister said, “Oh, I should have known: I watch this 
one every night” to the Wheel of Fortune question. Sister announced how many points 
each student had at the outset. She said they were trying to “catch up” because they 
missed all of the questions from the summer time. They were now up to September 11th.  
There were then questions about the 1960s and The Warren Commission. Sister, in her 
dark blue pants, white sweater, and navy blue Crocs, sat at her desk and tore off the pages 
from the calendar as they went.  
The students told me they had been working on nouns before I came in, a lesson 
from their textbook, Voyages in English Writing and Grammar (Brooks, Healey, 
Kervick, Masino, & McGuire, 2006). At one point Sister’s phone rang. She said, “Excuse 
me,” and answered. I thought about continuing with the students as she talked, but the 
call was quick. Students remained quiet and one said something about it being important. 
After the called ended she said, “It was the doctor.” [Later I learned that she is a cancer 
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survivor and continues to get tests and check ups.] Then she asked students to get out 
their literature anthologies. They had read a story about Sherlock Holmes and were 
reviewing answers to questions they completed for homework. Sister stood behind the 
small wooden podium at the left of her desk as students answered from their seats. They 
all had lined paper out and their textbooks open.  
A few of the first questions focused on straight comprehension. Sample questions 
included: How does Roylott prove his physical strength? How does Holmes prove to be 
his match? In what ways does Holmes’ nerve or courage help him win the conflict? Sister 
asked, “What did Holmes notice?” and probed, “She had marks where?” “On her wrists,” 
one student answered. Another used the word abandon in his answer.  
Later questions reflected higher order thinking: comparing, identifying 
similarities, and making inferences, such as when Sister asked, “Why would that [the 
action of a character] bother him [Holmes]?” Sister moved from behind the podium to the 
front of her desk. She asked about symbolism and significance: “What were symbols 
from the story?” One boy responded, “The treasure thing” and later offered a more 
precise answer saying, “the safe.” They continued analyzing literature by comparing 
conflicts. Sister introduced three types of literary conflicts: 1) Between characters; 2) 
Within a character; and 3) Between opposing forces (for this last one she added “it would 
be more like in wartime”).  
Attention to new vocabulary was strong and when during their conversation a 
student mistakenly called the “poker” used in a fireplace a “picker,” they all chuckled. 
Sister used the word, “deduces” and defined it as, “reasons things out.” She then 
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announced, “Tomorrow there will be a test [on the Sherlock Holmes reading] with 
multiple choice, vocabulary, and some essays.” Then, it was 10:30 and the bell, which 
consisted of an eighth grader shaking a cowbell in the middle school hallway, was about 
to ring.  
Sister walked towards the classroom door to greet both those leaving and the 
incoming seventh graders. I thanked her for allowing me to observe.  She then said she 
hoped students would write more than just one sentence for answers to essay questions 
from their homework (Fieldnotes, September 20, 2011). This series of exchanges was 
typical in Sister’s class. Writing, be it in response to questions from a textbook or 
otherwise, and using key vocabulary words were an important part of their curriculum.  
Sister’s eighth grade language arts class was comprised of fourteen students, six 
boys and eight girls, many had been together at St. E’s since preschool. There were 
twenty-one student desks in her room. For the first half of the year they were arranged in 
rows and often pushed together to accommodate small group work, but after Christmas 
break they were clustered in groups of four, as she thought the students had shown they 
were more responsible and ready to work in groups throughout the day, not just during 
special activities. Sister’s large metal desk sat at the front of the room. She usually taught 
from her seat or from behind a small wooden podium adjacent to her desk. When students 
were doing group work or practicing a skill independently, Sister circulated through the 
room offering assistance.  
Colorful store-bought posters lined the top of the front wall containing literary 
terms and their definitions, including theme, plot, conflict, mood, setting, and style. In the 
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back of the room two, dark metal cabinets housed textbooks for both the seventh and 
eighth grade language arts classes and craft supplies, like scissors, colored paper, 
markers, and glue sticks arranged neatly in bright baskets. There were three rarely used 
old computers in the back of the room, a group of wooden shelves holding class sets of 
chapter books, and a tight metal mesh on the windows.  
Also adorning the walls were t-shirts created on white paper cutouts students 
designed for religion class, containing words and symbols. Samples included: I feel the 
burning in my soul; The Holy Spirit enlighten those in the dark; Follow the Holy Spirit; 
Got Spirit? Believe in the Holy Spirit; Light the Right Path; The Spirit is with you; Be as 
gentle as a dove. A sign over the door read, “God Bless our class.” The arrangement of 
Sister Agnes’s classroom reflects her teaching style: elements of tradition, like desks in 
rows and textbooks blend with creative, learner centered student projects. From my first 
visit I could tell students in Sister’s class wrote frequently and that she took pride in their 
work by hanging it in prominent places throughout the room and in the hallway out front 
of her classroom.  
Writing in Sister A’s Class 
 
Warming up for SFL: Book reports, parables, and response to literature 
 
From the outset of our collaboration, Sister was eager to share student writing 
with me. On one of my first visits before our regular schedule was set, for example, she 
called me over to the lunch table where she was sitting and asked if I would be visiting 
her class that afternoon. When I said, “No. I will be going to Chloe’s class after lunch,” 
she asked if I would like to see the seventh and eighth grade book reports. She said they 
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were from books students had to read over the summer: The Red Badge of Courage, The 
Diary of Anne Frank, or The Glory Field (Fieldnotes, September 21, 2011). The next 
week she gave me copies of all of them.  
Sister was also eager to have students participate in the project. Upon entering her 
class one mid-September morning she handed me all student assent forms in duplicate. 
“It said in duplicate,” she mentioned. That same day, after a grammar activity on 
descriptive adjectives, interrogative adjectives, and count and non-count nouns students 
worked in small groups to create comic strip summaries of the Sherlock Holmes story 
they read in their literature anthologies. Mid-activity, one girl asked, “Can I go to Mr. 
Murphy’s [Sean’s] room for a newspaper? That way, I can look at the comics.” Sister and 
I thought it was an excellent idea (Fieldnotes, September 27, 2012). The following week 
the colorful, neat comics were hanging in the hallway. I told Sister they were great and 
she responded, “They did a pretty good job. They had to present them [orally].”  
At the end of the hour-long class Sister A approached me with a short stack of 
papers. They were parables students were asked to read and modernize. Students wrote in 
groups and turned their parables into skit form. They included the name of their skit, the 
name of the parable and the Scripture notation upon which they based their parable, the 
characters, the dialogue of their skit and a moral. Excerpts included: “The Builder and his 
House” with the following moral: 
If you do good things in life and listen to God’s teaching, you will have a good 
life like the house that was safe from disaster. If you do bad things in life and lose 
God’s teaching you will fall to rock bottom and crumble like the first three 




Another group recreated “The Parable of the Ten Gold Coins” stating, “God gives us 
many gifts and talents and some choose to use them wisely and others don’t, and those 
who choose to use their gifts wisely will prosper” (Student writing, September, 2011). 
About a page-long typed, they were humorous and well thought out. Sister A agreed 
saying, “Yes, they are great! They re-wrote them and then acted them out. They were so 
good I invited Kerry to come and see them” (Fieldnotes, September 27, 2011). 
Later she told me, “Tomorrow they have a test on adjectives. Then we will start 
the writing part of this section [of the grammar textbook], personal narratives.” I 
commented that in SFL, we call them “personal recounts.” I mentioned how much 
writing the students do in her classes and she said, “I really work with them [on writing].” 
I asked about the book reports on their summer reading and Sister noted that they were 
required to “write summaries of what happened and then tell if they liked it and 
recommend it for someone if they did.” She said that, in the past, they have read books 
such as, 1984, Holes, The Giver, and the play Our Town, at which point she said, “I love 
that one. I hope the drama teacher will work with us on it.” Emphasizing her use of 
textbooks, she also noted, “We are going to do a few more stories from the literature 
book” (Fieldnotes, October 4, 2011). 
Writing was an integral part of Sister’s instruction in both language arts and 
religion classes. She assigned book reports on summer reading, parables, and a comic 
strip responding to literature after students read a Sherlock Holmes’ story in their 
literature textbook.  Though the assignments were non SFL-related, they reflect her 
commitment to writing and her interest in sharing student work with me.   
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Adapting Curriculum: Convention with a Twist 
 
From the time I began observing in Sister Agnes’s class in late September to early 
June, she demanded students write a great deal in both language arts and religion classes. 
Sister blended her more traditional curriculum of following the textbook with ideas she 
learned in SFL-informed professional development. While the writing she taught in 
September was more focused on responding to literature, book reports, and parables, 
come October she began to incorporate elements of SFL into her teaching and had 
students write across genres for varying purposes. She began with personal narratives in 
October, then procedures in November and December. Fictional narratives and formal 
business letters followed in the early part of the new year and students wrote poetry in 
April and May. While Sister Agnes continued teaching with textbooks she experimented 
with a number of elements of SFL-informed instruction. Below I chronicle her 
experience. 
Dabbling with SFL: Personal Narratives 
 
Sister’s instruction of personal narratives began in early October and was largely 
driven by her grammar textbook but included elements of SFL instruction. Students 
wrote numerous drafts of their assignments, read drafts aloud and critiqued one another’s 
work, and peer edited before submitting the final drafts, as was common with SFL. 
When Sister asked me to help find a mentor text for constructing the orientation, 
or beginnings of their personal narratives, it was at the suggestion of the textbook. The 
authors, as an extension activity, recommended reading E.B. White’s (1941) essay, Once 
more to the lake. I brought copies of the essay to class and students read the orientation 
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together and compared the guidelines for writing an effective introduction in their 
language books with the introduction to White’s piece (Fieldnotes, October 10, 2011).   
The following day, Sister began the session by reviewing what they previously 
discussed about the text structure of a narrative and then segued into a small group 
deconstruction of text. An excerpt of that lesson follows, highlighting areas she wanted 
students to emphasize in writing their orientations: 
Sister: We’ve been talking about what makes a good personal narrative and we 
talked about several things. We talked about choosing our topic and mak[ing] it 
interesting to our audience. For structure, we discussed coherence; depending on 
audience the tone, and we talked about the introduction—something to engage the 
reader, a strong introduction. We talked about the body, telling a story 
chronologically, and the ending, ending with some kind of comment, a reflection 
on what the story is about. Today I am going to pair you up and this personal 
narrative we are going to look at. This personal narrative is a narrative by E.B. 
White. I want you to take a look at the introduction. Take some notes for yourself 
and talk about how effective you think it is, then I want you to write a critique 
about it. A critique can be positive or negative. You understand what you are 
going to do? Then we are going to share our critiques. 
Student: What is a critique? 
Sister: A critique is your opinion of something you read.  
Student: Like a critic. 
 
Sister put students into pairs and asked them to read the introduction and critique it 
according to what they had learned about writing introductions. Later, when sharing their 
opinions orally, students offered comments such as the following: 
Student 1: We thought the introduction was enticing . . . and there was some 
information that was irrelevant. 
Student 2: We think the story is not effective because it was very boring and no 
one would be interested in going to a lake. It would be interesting if I lived like 70 
years ago. 
Student 3: We think the introduction is boring and not effective since nothing is 
happening. It doesn’t make us want to read on. It includes a lot of descriptive 
adjectives and it confuses us. 
Student 4: We both had our opinions on it. I don’t think it was effective because 
it didn’t capture my attention . . .  
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Student 5: I liked it because the boy went back to the lake to visit old haunts.  
Student 6: We found it quite pedantic and a bit too detailed. The subject was not 
interesting enough to suck me into the story. 
Student 7: All in all, I would not recommend it to any person not even my dog. 
Our critique is that it gave too much information. 
Student 8: It gave good detail. We wouldn’t continue reading because it is 
boring. (Fieldnotes, October 12, 2011)  
 
After class, Sister Agnes and I discussed their comments: 
CMP: I asked them to back up their critiques. They were considering things like 
audience (Student 2 said that she would have liked it if she lived 70 years ago), 
using adjectives. 
Sister: Yes, they started using vocabulary words, like irrelevant. 
CMP: I liked how they offered a critique of what they didn’t like but then they 
said things that were positive too—like that they appreciated the use of 
descriptive adjectives. 
Sister: Yes. I am going to go back to it tomorrow. 
CMP: They knew that there was information in there even if they didn’t like it. 
[Name of project PI] has a graphic organizer in the binder [SFL Teachers’ 
Manual]—who, what, when, where. They can be sure to include the key 
information.  
Sister: Yes, we looked at some together—examples of boring sentences and 
others that would be more interesting.  
CMP: Yes, you can write some together. If they didn’t like the first sentence, 
they could think of a way to rewrite it. Make it more exciting . . . It is good—a 
good place to go from here. Now, they know what they don’t think is effective so 
they can write their own in ways that they think are more effective. They can use 
this as a model of what they don’t want to do. Go with it. (Fieldnotes, October 12, 
2011) 
 
Another element of personal narratives key to SFL-informed instruction that 
Sister focused on was writing a strong title. During one of our conversations, she said, “I 
want them to work on writing good titles. Not so boring” (Fieldnotes, October 11, 2011). 
The following week she told me, “Yesterday we wrote three titles and voted on one. 
Then, we wrote the introductions and critiqued them” (Fieldnotes, October 18, 2011). A 
few examples of titles included: My Terrifying Trip to Screamfest, The Wild Plane Ride, 
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A Dreadful Journey to the Empire State, The Disaster in Maine, and The Attack of the 
Un-Tamed Pit Bull. 
A large part of Sister’s instruction included students reading aloud their writing, 
the whole class deconstructing it, and then offering suggestions as to how to improve it, 
or giving feedback about what they enjoyed. One such exchange follows: 
Sister: Yesterday we talked about the introduction. You wrote it and then we 
critiqued it. Last night and today you were working on the body. So today you are 
going to give us the title, introduction, and the body. Not the conclusion. 
Student: Can you describe what you consider a conclusion? 
Sister: After we do this we are going to talk about what a conclusion is. 
Volunteer? Title, introduction, and body.  
Student: My First Day of Kindergarten. It’s 7:00 am in the month of September. 
Butterflies are jumping like crazy in my little tummy. I couldn’t believe it! The 
first day of school has finally come. I’m on my way to my new school with new 
children I have never met and also a bigger step in my life.  [He reads the whole 
narrative.] 
Sister: Does anyone have comments for him? 
Student: You were in kindergarten, how did you use the monkey bars? 
Sister: Think about the mechanics of the narrative? Was it interesting? What is 
chronological?  
CMP: I liked the introduction a lot. We talked about that last week. It got my 
attention and I wanted to know more. (Fieldnotes, October 18, 2011) 
 
Next, a student shared her personal narrative, which was descriptive and had vivid verbs, 
showing attention to the fact that Sister emphasized language in her teaching: 
Student: The title is “The wild plane ride.”  As the plane was taking off, I 
couldn't wait to start flying. I was unsuspecting of the wild ride that lay ahead of 
me. As the plane was ascending, we could see the cockpit above us, green, murky 
water below us, and the sound of the engines and a strange noise that sound like it 
was going to split in two. . . . All I could see as the thick gray clouds and the 
Atlantic Ocean down below like a bluish-gray cover over the Earth. 
 
When she finished, Sister and the students offered the following comments: 
 
Sister: A lot of good adjectives. 
Student: I liked it a lot. 
Student: It was interesting. 
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Student: It was very well written. 
 
Another student shared her experience of being adopted in India, first reading her title: 
“When I was adopted.” She continued: 
My mother left on the fourteenth of March on Delta Airlines to Mumbai, India. 
She took a cab to the hotel that was booked by the adoption agency. She left the 
hotel and took a train to a city called Pune. There she met the social worker that 
made her fill out papers, finding out there was a problem with the paperwork from 
the Bombay court. This meant she had to wait a week for me.  
 
When she finished reading her emotional story, her classmates clapped and Sister 
responded, “Good, that was quite a trip then. Very interesting too. Your mother really 
wanted you.” 
Following another student’s reading about a family vacation, a classmate offered 
the following critique: “She kept on using the next day over and over,” to which Sister 
responded: “I noticed that too. You need to vary that. Get some other words in here. 
‘Then we did this. After’—there are transition words you can use to make connections” 
(Fieldnotes, October 18, 2011).  
Sister then called Ben, one of the many ELs in her class, to read his paper. 
Though he had been at St. E’s since pre-school, his written English was below grade 
level and he was often timid when reading aloud. Hesitant to begin he asked, “Read the 
title?” Sister remarked, “Yes, read the title.”  He said, “Remembering sweet memories.” 
As he continued he used the phrase, “sweet memories” repeatedly. His peers offered the 
following critiques: “I have two: he used sweet memories too much and you said 
occupied too much” and another added, “Well, you didn’t really tell us any of the sweet 
 	  
301 
memories” (Fieldnotes, October 18, 2011). Attending to oral language skills, Sister 
responded: 
That’s a good point. Now, I know that for some of you it is hard to get up here 
and speak in front of the group but this is something you have to do in high school 
and college. This is your peer group. You should be able to feel comfortable, to be 
yourself. That narrative is part of you. What [name of student] said would be a 
good idea for you to include some of those sweet memories that you talk about. 
And we project our voices. That is what I tell you when we read in church, we 
have to slow down and enunciate. (Fieldnotes, October 18, 2011) 
 
That same day, Sister Agnes introduced the idea of writing a conclusion. Again, 
she drew from the Voyages grammar textbook to present the lesson: 
Let’s look at the conclusion. In your books it tells us that the conclusion is the 
writer’s last chance to make an impression. It can summarize the events, 
somehow tie the narrative together. You can comment and reflect upon the event 
and share what he/she may have learned. It can be from this experience I have 
learned never to blah, blah, or I have learned to blah, blah, blah. So think, are you 
going to summarize, comment on it, or are you going to write about what you 
learned or didn't learn. But it is somehow in your conclusion you have to 
summarize really what you are saying in the rest of the narrative. You have to 
give us some idea of how this experience affected (or didn’t) your life in some 
way. Any questions about the conclusion? [There were none.] Okay, we have 15 
minutes. Those of you who have to make changes to the body, do that, and those 
of you can write the conclusion. We will go over those tomorrow and then work 
on the whole piece. (Fieldnotes, October 18, 2011)  
 
As students worked independently, Sister A and I talked about verbs, text connectives, 
and adjectives. She said she wished students would be better at speaking aloud and talked 
about how having been a shy kid herself, she understands their nerves. She noted 
overcoming this shyness when she became a teacher. 
Sister’s attention to constructing conclusions also helped boost students’ 
understanding of how best to write a personal narrative. One student, for example, who 
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retold the story of how she was attacked by her uncle’s dog at a family party, concluded 
with,  
Most people don't look forward to getting tackled by pit bulls at there [sic] 
family’s BBQ, but I guess that’s what I did everytime [sic] my uncle invited my 
family to his house. This event is what sparked my fear of large dogs, but now 
that i’m [sic] older, i’ve [sic] grown to love most dogs, even pit bulls. (Sample 
Writing, October, 2011)  
 
After working on the conclusion, students edited their entire narratives and submitted 
them.  
Sister Agnes had high academic expectations for students and created a 
welcoming classroom in which students took risks in their writing. After receiving PD 
aimed at enhancing writing instruction through the use of SFL, Sister Agnes, with over 
45 years of teaching experience, began to deviate from the textbooks that drove her 
instruction. In the personal narrative unit students deconstructed sample narrative texts in 
their books with their peers before writing independently. They wrote sample titles and 
their peers voted on them. Then, they moved towards deconstructing one another’s 
papers, which served as a springboard for revising and editing their own work. Through 
these steps they became more familiar with the demands of personal narrative writing. 
They also became more comfortable sharing aloud their writing in English. Sister 
encouraged them to develop their oral language skills by reading aloud their work and 
teaching them about projecting their voices and enunciating. By emphasizing 
collaboration during writing, Sister helped build a strong community in which students 





Skill building: Oral presentations, Vocabulary, and Grammar Work 
 
The first week in November students worked on oral presentations of their 
personal narratives. Sister gave me copies of their written work, saying enthusiastically, 
“They were fun to read. I hope you enjoy them.” That morning students engaged in an 
activity from their Voyages textbook. As Sister taught them about giving oral reports, 
they wrote five different openings based on five titles provided for them in the textbook. 
Sister directed them to write “a short opening [of] a few sentences,” about the following 
topics: being an archaeologist, having a little brother; breaking a leg, two long weeks as a 
camp counselor, and an outdoor garden. Sister announced: 
If you have experienced these things in real life, then you can write from that 
experience. If not, pretend you have a brother. . . . You could make it a kind of 
humorous thing too. This is just to give you some practice. . . . Remember, you 
are trying to engage your audience, you want them to listen to you and enjoy what 
you are saying. 
 
After working independently, students approached the podium to share one of their 
opening statements. The following was said: 
Student: On July 4, 2005 I was watching the fireworks when my dad said I had to 
go to the hospital. I was reluctant. 
Student: One day I found myself in a cabin and for two weeks as a camp 
counselor. I was so nervous. I was afraid no one would like me and I would mess 
up. 
Sister A: Remember that when you are doing an oral report, your voice tells a lot. 
The excitement that you have in your delivery, the inflection that you have in 
your voice, the expression is very, very important. If you don’t want to look at the 
audience, if it makes you too nervous, look right over the heads of the audience. 
It’s like sitting down and telling a story to your friend and when you tell your 
friend a story you get excited about it or your friend will say, “This is boring. . . . 
Come on [name of student] you can do it.”  
Student: Since a baby my brother was always a troublemaker, but the day that he 
turned ten changed my life. [Impressed with this student’s opening, the class 
clapped.] 
Student: I loved his. It was awesome! 
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Student: The wind was blowing against my face and sand in my eyes and a 
shovel by my side. This was the best field trip ever.  
Sister A: Okay, good, so you have a pretty good idea of what a good introduction 
is for oral reports and written writing. For tomorrow, think about one topic you 
would like to give an oral report on and write an introduction for it.  (Fieldnotes, 
November 1, 2011) 
 
Their grammar and vocabulary lessons continued. In early November, for example, 
students created crossword puzzles using twenty vocabulary words, including words like 
promontory, they studied in their vocabulary texts. They wrote clues that could be either 
synonyms or definitions put into their own words. Continuing to build their knowledge of 
the English language, as part of their grammar textbook, Sister also taught lessons on 
pronouns, antecedents and agreement.  
Sister Agnes used the textbook faithfully but her teaching included various 
adaptations of SFL, such as attention to audience. The oral report activity wherein 
students read aloud a series of opening statements was directed at appealing to an 
audience. She saw writing as a collaborative process. Students shared their writing aloud 
which helped develop a sense of community in the class and also offered a means to 
boost the oral language skills of the many ELs in her class. Sister encouraged students to 
practice their skills in English in front of their peers, saying things like, “Come on, you 
can do it.” Writing was important to Sister, as was teaching grammar.  
Procedure Writing: Adapting SFL to How-to articles 
 
After a break for Thanksgiving, Sister’s class wrote in the procedure genre. 
Because the next writing unit in her textbook was how-to articles, MEB and I helped 
Sister Agnes align her textbook-based lessons with SFL-informed instruction, gathering 
mentor texts for her (Meeting Notes, November 15, 2011). I subsequently found sample 
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texts about how to make marshmallow shooters, cupcakes, and other topics I thought 
would be of interest to students. Before they could begin their more formal instruction in 
writing procedures, one morning in late November Sister approached me to say: “We are 
going to be putting together Christmas trees for the [school-wide holiday] festival. 
Yesterday, we carried the items up from the basement.” After assigning students to 
assemble the trees and reminding them to follow directions, I said enthusiastically, “This 
is a procedure!” (Fieldnotes, November 29, 2011). 
The following week Sister and her students deconstructed a sample how-to article. 
Though I was unable to observe that lesson, they discussed it and reviewed the key 
elements of a procedure the following day while I was on-site: 
Sister A: Yesterday we looked at a how-to article and what was is about? 
Student: About voting. 
Sister A: Yes, and we looked at the article to see what parts it had. There was an 
introduction that clearly stated the purpose of the article. There were a couple of 
questions—a catchy beginning. As we looked at the body, it had information. It 
gave us good introduction, the steps that were given were given in chronological 
order, the directions were concise, there was the use of imperative, the tone of the 
article was a good tone for the audience that would be reading it. And there was 
also a good conclusion, a very good conclusion.  
 
The lesson continued with a student reading aloud from the text about what makes a good 
how-to article:  
How-to writing is a form of exposition, or informative writing, that gives 
directions for doing something. . . . How-to writing is all around us: in user’s 
guides that accompany products, in magazine recipes, in craft instructions, in 
student handbooks. Where do you most often encounter how-to writing?  
 
Then, the following conversation occurred, in which Sister related writing procedures to 
students’ lives: 




Sister A: where else? 
Student: YouTube. 
Sister A: Explain to me YouTube. 
[A student offers an explanation.] 
Sister A: The computer then is another place you can go to. Hopefully, the 
directions they are giving you are following the steps. Remember we talked about 
sometimes you have instructions and they are hard to follow? I think that 
sometimes we have problems with giving directions, telling people how to get 
somewhere. Like, go down one block and turn by that store, and then go a few 
more blocks and you will see a stoplight and I think that is the street. Is that 
precise? 
Student: No. 
Sister A: I am from the Midwest. Around here you give directions based on 
landmarks and what happens if the landmark is no longer there?  
Student: You are in trouble. 
Sister A: And where I come from in Chicago we go by North, South, East, and 
West. We go by the lake. It is on a grid . . . and the point that I am making here is 
be specific and be concise. You don't have to say, “There are some little tulips.” . . 
. There might be two houses with tulips and a white fence.  
 
Another student then read a section from the textbook about the audience, a key SFL 
concept: 
 
Before you begin, consider the audience you are writing for. This will affect both 
the detail and the tone of your writing. An audience that knows how to cook won’t 
need to be told how to turn the oven on. An audience that has never been to your 
community will need more details when you give directions.  
Sister A: Okay, you have to take that into consideration. Who is my audience 
going to be? Do they have some background? If not, then I have to be more 
specific. Alright, the introduction—we have talked about that with our narratives.  
 
A student then read aloud about the introduction: 
 
The title and the first paragraph should state clearly the purpose of the how-to 
article—that is, it should say what is being explained. . . . You may want to 
engage the readers with a fascinating first sentence, which should provide 
background information or stress the significance of your topic.  
  
Sister A: Now, think back to the [how-to] piece we read [on voting]. Did the 
author consider the audience? 
Students: Yes. 
Sister A: Why?  
Sister A: Who do you think the author was addressing?  
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Student: New voters. 
Sister A: Young people. How about the introduction? Did the author write a good 
introduction? . . . Did it engage the readers? Have a fascinating first sentence, 
provide background, stress the significance of this topic?  
Student: Yes, because it asked if you had this problem. 
Sister A: I like that introduction. Of course, you have your own opinion but I like 
how they ask the question, “Are you a citizen?” [Let’s] read about the body. That 
is a very important part because that is going to give you directions.  
 
Sister asks another student to read about the body: 
 
In the body of a how-to article, describe the steps required to accomplish the 
goal. Use imperative sentences, which are sentences written in the form of a 
command. Present the steps in chronological order, providing just enough detail 
for readers to clearly understand.  
. . .  
Sister A: Do you think you would be able to follow those steps [from the mentor 
text on voting] if you went into vote for the first time? 
Students: Yes. 
Sister A: You are going to be doing some of these how-to articles and you will 
present them to this class. And, [your classmates] will have to follow directions.  
 
Sister then asked students to complete an activity in their textbooks, giving them 
direction in the form of a procedure: 
Sister A: Activity A—write out those sentences and tell me what audience would 
this appeal to? Then, choose five titles and write an introduction. Any questions? 
What did I just do here? 
Student: Give directions. 
Sister A: Give a how-to.  
 
As part of an activity outlined in their Voyages textbook, they also had to read a list of 
eight titles for how-to articles, select an appropriate audience, and write opening 
sentences for the various topics. Samples included: Recipes for Gourmet Sandwiches, 
You Can Create and Use a Blog, Learning to Dress Well, and Simple Steps to a Perfect 
Pie Crust.  
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While students worked, Sister and I discussed their procedure writing. I said it 
would be interesting to see if they use powerful verbs, like they did in their personal 
narratives. I wondered if the skill would transfer to their new writing. She said that they 
have to give precise directions to the class on how to do a topic of their choosing. I told 
her how, to demonstrate the importance of being precise when writing procedures, I once 
told a class of fifth graders to give me directions for tying my shoes. They were not 
precise so I jokingly made loops in the air (Fieldnotes, December 6, 2011). 
As students wrote independently, Sister reminded them to re-read the section 
about the introduction in their texts and include all elements that make a good 
introduction in their own writing. After discussing engaging leads for their personal 
narratives and oral reports, students wrote sentences such as:  
Do you wear socks and sandals? Well, just listen and you will be as slick as Justin 
Bieber!  
 
Is your pie shell weak and flabby? Well, follow my steps and it will be tough and 
crunchy.  
 
Are you tired of eating the same old sandwich every day? Do you want to create 
delicious, gourmet sandwiches that your family will love? Well, you can master 
your sandwich making skills instantly by following these three simple steps. 
(Sample Writing, December, 2011) 
 
The following week administrators from the university agency funding the SFL 
partnership visited St. E’s and interacted with students in Sister’s class, talking 
specifically about procedures. Upon learning they were writing how-to articles one 
woman told a story about her husband putting together a Big Wheels for their son and 
how he did not follow the procedure and her son rode around with the handle bars on 
backwards for years. Related to this, Sister Agnes asked them if they remembered what 
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she told them about her dad and brother. A student answered that they did not follow 
directions when they were trying to put something together so she and her mom would 
say, “Look at the directions!”  
Kerry inquired about the topics of their procedures. A few students answered: 
how to make cupcakes; how to write a haiku; how to tie your shoes. To the last student 
Kerry asked, “Who is your audience for that?” “Little kids!” he responded. Then Kerry 
enthusiastically said it would be a good idea to bring it to his buddy in Pre-K and see if it 
worked. 
Sister mentioned she began the procedure unit by asking students to write a series 
of directions about how to get from their classroom to the main office to familiarize 
students with the genre. She remarked, “Some of them had me going into walls but most 
were well done.” Sister then asked students to tell the visitors what they had learned 
about procedures and someone said, “Tone, audience, and steps.” Another student 
clarified, “Putting the steps in order.” Sister remarked, “Yes, chronological order,” and 
asked, “What would happen if you were making cupcakes and the steps were not in 
order?” A student answered, “You won’t get cupcakes!” She also shared that at the outset 
of their studies, students had to take a recipe and put the steps in chronological order 
(Fieldnotes, December 13, 2011). 
The following week students presented their how-to articles in class. The 
audience, their peers, Sister, and I listened and followed their directions. Appearing 
below is an excerpt from a student, Sulia’s demonstration:  
Sister A: Who would like to go next? Don’t all jump at once. [Sulia volunteers.] 
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Sulia: Hi, I’m Sulia and I will be teaching you how to wrap a Christmas present. 
May I have an assistant? [She chooses a peer to help.] Is it Christmas-time and 
you are having trouble wrapping a present? Follow these quick and easy steps and 
all your troubles will be gone! The following items you will need to do this task 
will be tape, tube of wrapping paper, scissors, ruler, and a book to practice.  Can 
you pass the rulers out too? [She asks students to get a book to wrap.] 
Student: Does it have to be an English book?  
Sulia: It can be any [book], but I am using mine to practice.  
[She has students get their books and measure the width. She asks them to hold 
the books left to right.]  
Student: Which way are we holding it? [Sulia demonstrates.]  
Sulia: Once you have your 8” [of wrapping paper] you will roll out 8 more 
[inches]. 
Sister A: 16 inches all together? 
Sulia: Yes. Once you have that you can cut. So, in all you have 16 inches of 
wrapping paper going this way. [Sister helps students cut paper.] 
Student: Sister Agnes, I am going to wrap up my English book and give it to you.  
Sister A: Thank you, I appreciate it.  
[Sister approaches a student who is having trouble.] 
Sister A: On the edge, put it on the edge. There you go.  
[Sulia and her helper help cut paper too.]  
Student: Sulia, can you pass out the tape? 
Sulia: Yes. Once you have the sheet of wrapping paper you are going to turn it 
horizontally. It should look like this. Then you’re going to place your book in the 
middle, right in the center. Take your tape, a little piece and fold the bottom layer 
over the book. Once you have the bottom done you are going to do the same for 
the top. Once you have both sides taped down, it should look like this. [She holds 
up her book.] 
Sister A: Take a look at what they are doing, Sulia. 
Student: Should I turn the book horizontally? 
Sulia: It doesn’t matter. 
Sister A: If you have a question, you don’t understand what she is saying raise 
your hand. 
Sulia: If you are done, take your scissors and you are going to cut off two inches 
on both sides. Here and here. Once you’re done cutting, this is when you need to 
listen carefully, you are going to turn it vertically. So it is this way facing on your 
desk. You’re going to take the right corner of either end, you’re going to fold it 
downward and it’s going to look like a semi-triangle. Once you have that down, 
you can take the left corner and fold it downward as well. So, it looks like a 
triangle. Now, fold it so it looks like a trapezoid. 
Sister A: I like how she is using the vocabulary. Trapezoid.  
CMP: She knows her audience. 
Sulia: Once you have this shape you are going to fold it downward over the book. 
. . . And once it’s taped down, it should look like this.  
 	  
311 
Sister A: [Tells student:] It looks nice. [He holds up the back for her to see.] 
Perfect!  
Sulia: Congratulations, you have successfully wrapped your book.  
Students: Merry Christmas! [Jokingly, they exchange their wrapped books.] 
Student: I hope it’s a puppy.  
Sister A: Merry Christmas. (Fieldnotes, December 20, 2011) 
 
Sulia’s demonstration was typical of the students’ work. They each led the class through 
a number of steps, and Sister helped, asking guiding questions, participating in the 
activities, and offering help to students who needed it.  
Writing is an integral part of Sister Agnes’ curriculum. In her study of procedures, 
Sister followed the unit in her Voyages textbook on how-to articles, but she also 
integrated a number of elements of SFL-informed instruction into her teaching after 
receiving PD in SFL. These included, an emphasis on phases of the teaching/learning 
cycle and a focus on audience, purpose, text structure, and a sequence of events told in 
chronological order.  
Play-writing: Fictional Narratives & Our School 
 
In January after a break for Christmas, students studied vocabulary from their 
texts, with Sister asking questions such as, if you are looking at a menu and saying, “Ah, 
the steak sandwich or the salad, you are kind of . . . ” To which they responded, 
“Wavering.” They discussed words such as wavering, excised, convey, tawdry, wallow, 
turncoat, unassuming, doctrine, attribute, acme, haggard, and menial.   
Sister and her students also read the play Our Town (Wilder, 1938). Students were 
assigned various roles and they read aloud from the play during part of their language arts 
class. A number of them took their roles seriously, using creative accents as they read. 
Sister stopped periodically and asked questions such as, “What were we having here?” 
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and students answered, “A flashback.” Or she would remind them of previous events, like 
when she said, “Remember at the beginning we were having their wedding day, George 
going to Emily’s house and being told he cannot see her because it is the wedding but 
now we are going back to the present, their wedding” to help students comprehend the 
events of the play and literary techniques like flashbacks.  
Sensing the chance to incorporate the fictional narrative genre into their writing, I 
asked Sister if students would write in response to Our Town and she replied that they 
were and wondered if I could help her plan a unit (Fieldnotes, January 17, 2012). The 
following week Sister asked, “Got any ideas?” I said that I spoke with MEB and my 
colleague and we thought students could write a play modeled off of Our Town but 
called, Our School. Since many of them had been at St. E’s since pre-school and were 
graduating the year of the study, we thought it would be a way for them to reminisce 
about their experiences. She smiled and said, “I like that . . . I want you to explain it to 
them.” She turned to the class and told them to take out their copies of Our Town, adding, 
“Christina has an idea that I like and this will be instead of a test” (Fieldnotes, January 
24, 2012). 
Though I thought they needed more scaffolded activities to write their own 
fictional narrative/play, I introduced the idea to them, saying they could write it as a 
whole group or in small groups. Sister asked for their input and they preferred working in 
small groups. Smiling, she said, “It is compliment day and I am giving them one 
compliment. They work well together in groups.” Students chuckled and one told her she 
was “so nice.”  She reminded them to think of scenery and props “in relationship to the 
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kind of thing that was done in Our Town” and continued, “Your play is going to be 
similar to Our Town. That is what we are using as an example. You will be acting it out 
for the sixth or the seventh grade.” She added, “Think about growth not like from [ages] 
14-16 but real growth in the characters like in the play.”   
After helping students select their groups, Sister announced: “Meet with your 
groups. Get yourself organized and think about how you are going to get started with this. 
[To get ideas] Read the information in the back of the book. Go back over the play. 
Remember dialogue!” Students began asking questions: “How many scenes?” And when 
one asked, “What is the objective?” I explained the purpose of narratives according to 
SFL theory: 
CMP: That is a great question. What is the purpose of a play?  
Student: You have to structure the scenes. 
CMP: Okay, but why do we write plays? 
Student: To entertain. 
CMP: Yes! To tell a story. That’s what narratives do.  
 
Feeling that the guidelines and expectations for their writing assignment were not well 
laid out, I reminded groups to think about the events leading up to some sort of crisis, as 
is the case in narrative writing and to consider their audience: sixth and seventh graders, 
noting, “that would be different than writing for kindergarteners, right?” As I walked 
around the room to help, I was impressed with a small group of girls making character 
webs and referring to the handout “Elements of a play” that Sister had given them. I 
talked to each group about the plot lines of their narratives and Sister announced that a 
full draft would be due the following week (Fieldnotes, January 31, 2012). 
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The following week students submitted drafts of their plays, which they had typed 
at home. Sister announced: 
Be sure you have your title and the names of people participating in your group. 
What I am going to do is collect them, Christina and I will look them over and 
correct them and give them back to you. Then, we will talk about acting them out. 
(Fieldnotes, February 7, 2012) 
 
She then brought me the plays to read through and comment on.  
 
Sister, who said she and her students “loved plays,” expressed excitement about 
reading Our Town. Wanting to do something different, she asked me if I had any ideas 
for a writing assignment they could do in response to the play, which showed both her 
commitment to teaching writing and her openness to curricular change. As writing was 
collaborative in Sister’s class, students worked in small groups on their narratives 
entitled, Our School. Though there was a need for greater scaffolding, she reminded them 
about key SFL features, such as audience and I discussed purpose with them. Sister also 
said that they should look at elements of Our Town to get ideas for their own writing. 
While some students, like the group of girls highlighted above, were conscientious and 
made webs to help develop their characters, others struggled with what to do. This 
became evident when I read their scripts.  
Blending Textbook & SFL Instruction: Business Letters, Narratives continued 
 
Though students had yet to perform their Our School narratives, they were still 
revising them and Sister Agnes began a writing unit on business letters as part of the 
Voyages text. She began with a discussion of the purpose of these letters:   
Sister A: Business letters, why are they important? 
Student: We will have to do it when we are older.  
Sister A: But, what is the purpose? 
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Student: For a job. 
Sister A: A job, and what else? 
Student: If there is a problem with something that you bought 
Sister A: Good, a problem with something that you bought and you need to return 
it. 
Student: If you have a complaint. 
Sister A: Why else? 
Student: A suggestion to a company. 
 
Sister then directed students to a sample business letter in the text and led them through a 
deconstruction of it, asking questions such as, “What is the first thing you notice?” and 
“What do we call that first paragraph?” They discussed the address lines, greeting, and 
closing.  And, as students alternated reading aloud various parts of the sample text, Sister 
inquired, “So what is that first paragraph, that introduction, telling us the purpose of this 
business letter is?” A student answered, “To thank them.”  
After the closing, there was a note indicating, “cc” and Sister asked me if I knew 
what it meant, as she had forgotten. When I replied, “Carbon copy,” Sister said, “Yes!” 
and she proceeded to talk about making carbon copies before printers and copiers existed. 
She told students how there was a purple sheet of paper with ink on one side that 
transferred to whatever paper was placed beneath it. Then she spoke about old copiers 
where the teacher used to use a gel contraption to copy and later mimeographs and ditto 
machines. She laughed at the memories and students asked how she lived without such 
innovations as “TVs, Facebook, Twitter and GooglePlus.” She was really animated and 
said, “You got a history lesson in how we used to live.” She moved back towards her 
desk. She had come to the front of the room to demonstrate the rolling motion of the 
machine she used to make copies years ago.  
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They continued talking about parts of a business letter such as the heading and the 
structure. They then deconstructed a sample letter and Sister asked if it was effective. A 
student responded, “Yes because she gets to the point that it is a thank you letter.” Sister 
A continued: “Does she [the author] have relevant details, persuasive information or 
other relevant details as support?” and got a reply: “Yes, she does. She also explains that 
the students are very thankful.” She continued to ask guiding questions, such as, “What 
about the last paragraph, does it restate the purpose and offer necessary information?” To 
practice, Sister asked them to write the salutation, inside greeting, and first paragraph of a 
business letter to the publishing company of their Voyages textbook requesting an 
additional copy of the book.  
While they worked independently, Sister and I discussed students’ fictional 
narratives. She was not impressed with the ending of one of the plays and said she would 
finish reading them, give them back to the students the following day and revise them by 
the next Tuesday. I offered that they were a good start and that they seemed to understand 
the structure (Fieldnotes, February 7, 2012). 
The following week students read my comments on their plays and revised them. 
Sister told the students if they had questions about my comments that they should ask me. 
Two girls approached to clarify what I meant about character development. I told them 
they could develop characters in two different ways: 1) through what the narrator says 
and 2) through their characters’ actions, but that they need to make these visible in the 
script. Later, Sister asked me to explain character development to the whole class. I 
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commended one group for making their dialogue sound like students’ language and 
showing character through the language they chose.  
I visited different groups after Sister and I spoke with one about how to rethink 
the ending of their play, as they portrayed a teacher commending a student for being 
honest when he really had not been. They changed it and made a few other shifts, as they 
were laughing and working well together. Another group resisted my suggestions. I 
offered new ideas and ways that they could make their narrative flow better. Sister and I 
also talked to them about the death of the character and how it was sudden and how they 
might want to add something in the narrator’s notes about the personality of a character 
they wanted to portray as mean. As I brainstormed with them, I said they had a lot of 
good ideas but needed to rethink those few aspects. 
Then Sister told students to write thank you notes for Firefighter Oscar who 
visited the previous day. She said Kerry would collect them from all of the classes and to 
write a rough draft, which she will check. A student handed out white paper for the cards. 
Though I was hopeful that they would co-construct text together, they wrote them 
individually. Sister reminded them to include facts they had learned, like “you have to 
replace your smoke detectors every 10 years—even the electrical ones” (Fieldnotes, 
February 14, 2012).   
After students returned from their February vacation, Sister told me they would be 
practicing their plays and turning in their business letters. Then they would do some 
grammar work and then finally they would do more writing. She excitedly said, “I want 
to do poetry!” As her old grammar book had a unit on cinquains, she had taught some 
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poetry before and wanted to do so again. I offered to bring in poetry teaching resources 
geared for the middle grades (Fieldnotes, February 28, 2012). 
After a break for standardized testing in March, students continued revising their 
plays. Then, they would perform them. They were taking a field trip to a local Catholic 
high school later that week to see a performance and she told them to observe how the 
actors (many of whom were St. E’s graduates) project their voices. The students, who 
were looking forward to performing, urged her to let them go up on stage in the school’s 
main hall and use microphones. I commented that it was wonderful for them to see the 
play considering that they had to write their own. She mentioned that in the past they 
took students to a small university nearby to attend their spring production (Fieldnotes, 
March 13, 2012). Though business letters are not a genre of writing in SFL-informed 
instruction, Sister deconstructed text with her students, which is an important part of the 
TLC. Writing was an integral part of Sister Agnes’ curriculum and students not only 
worked collaboratively to edit their plays but also wrote business letters.  
The TLC & Writing Verse: Haikus, Limericks, and Cinquains 
 
In late March, Sister Agnes began a poetry-writing unit. Before their first lesson, 
she approached me and enthusiastically mentioned how three of her former students’ 
poems were published in The Teachers’ Selection Anthology of Poetry (2000) after she 
encouraged them to submit their work. She read the poems aloud to the eighth graders 
and then had a student bring me a copy of the book to explore them further. Together 
they read aloud a poem from their literature anthology and Sister instructed them to look 
through various other poems in the text, keeping in mind that they would be writing their 
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own poems. A number of students cheered, “Yes!” upon hearing news of their impending 
poetry writing.  
Sister decided they would read aloud a few poems from each type and theme 
presented in the book, including: figurative language and imagery, nature, perceptions, 
narrative, lyric, and haiku. As she scanned the list in the table of contents, she 
commented, “Robert Frost, one of my favorite poets,” to which a student responded, “I 
want to read Shel Silverstein and write limericks.” Another student excitedly remarked, 
“’O Captain, my Captain’ is about Abe Lincoln.” Sister asked students to look through 
poems in the text and choose the ones they wanted to read. After a few minutes, she took 
suggestions for each type and students offered their selections, which for narratives 
included: “Paul Revere; Run-a-gate, Run-a-gate; Joaquin Miller, and Columbus,” then 
the whole class voted on which ones they would study together.  
Once they had selected poems, Sister instructed them, “Go to our first one under 
narrative poetry, that is the Ride of Paul Revere on page 509. That is a very famous one.” 
After a student read a short biography from the textbook on the poet, Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow, Sister set the context for the students by saying, “You can go view the house 
he wrote about in [neighboring town]. This is happening around where we live.” A 
student then read aloud what narrative poetry is from text, to which Sister responded, 
“Soon they will have the re-enactment of the ride of Paul Revere. When will that be?” 
“April 18th,” a student answered.  
Sister approached me to say that they had to do one more lesson on verbs in their 
Voyages book and then they would be writing poetry; she asked if I had any ideas. Glad 
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she wanted to plan, I said that I would bring some the following week (Fieldnotes, March 
27, 2012). 
At that time I brought Sister a number of poetry resources, including a few books 
published by Scholastic and a number of SFL-themed poetry teaching ideas. These 
included cinquains, haikus, limericks, tankas, and free verse. That morning when we 
talked, she had a pile of poetry teaching books on her desk. I said that I had never done 
SFL poetry before but that I found a website based out of Australia—genre studies—with 
poetry, so I printed some materials out for her on cinquains and haikus. I showed her how 
I used the one Scholastic book to help me teach and my students write, mentioning that I 
liked starting with a poetry form that is more formulaic like cinquains or haikus and she 
agreed. They had been reading aloud the “Ride of Paul Revere.” I mentioned how 
important it is to read aloud a lot of examples and then to have them write together in 
groups. She agreed and said that that is why they are reading together now, studying 
alliteration and rhymes within the lines. Excited about teaching poetry, Sister said she 
would also have her seventh grade language arts class study the genre (Fieldnotes, April 
3, 2012).  
The next week when I arrived students read aloud their cinquains from the 
podium. They had to write three, type them, and include a graphic. Samples included: 
Gray clouds 
Form as rain falls 
It drips down the windows 




Grows light and pink 
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As the sun rises and 
Warms the sleepy mountains with a 
Soft kiss 
 
Sister asked if they had questions and if it had been difficult or easy for them to write the 
cinquains. They replied, “Easy!” Sister added, “Once you find your topic, it is easier.” 
She then explained their next topic of study, limericks:  
Now we are going to go onto another type of poem that I think you will like. [She 
brings me the copies of the poems.] Let me give you some background. You don’t 
need your books because I am going to give you some papers, some examples. 
Edward Leer is one of the most famous writers of limericks. . . . It is a 5-line 
poem, just as the cinquain was, whose third and fourth lines are shorter than the 
other lines. [Lines] 1,2, and 5 would have three feet. In poetry we use feet—we 
will talk about this—and [lines] 3,4 have two feet. There’s an AABAA rhyme 
scheme. The general plan for meter is da, da, daa [tapping one foot]. So your first 
line is 3 feet so it would go da da daa; da da daa; da da daa. Let’s try it—going da 
da daa. It’s going to sound a little musical.  
 
All students chorally do the “da da daa.” Sister continued:  
 
Let me give you the examples. Some are by Leer and some are by others. [She 
hands out limericks from the Scholastic book]. Let’s take a look at the first one. 




There was an old man who said, “Well!” 
Will nobody answer this bell? 
I have pulled day and night  
Till my hair has turned white, 
But nobody answers the bell!”  
 
She remarked,  
 
Notice. The first two lines end in two words that rhyme together. The third and 
fourth rhyme too, and the fifth ends with a word that rhymes with the first and 
second. Let’s read it together and try to get the rhythm. Even though the poems 
are humorous, they tell a story, so they have to make some sense.  
 




There was a Young Lady whose eyes 
Were unique as to color and size; 
When she opened them wide,  
People turned aside, 
And started away in surprise.  
 
Afterwards, Sister made the following observations, as students would soon be writing 
their own limericks: 
You have to think of some nice adjectives, some nice verbs and some nice nouns 
you can use.  Look at how these started, “there was an old man”; “there was an 
old man”; “there was an old lady”; “there was a young lady. . . ” This one [refers 
to a poem on one of the handouts] starts with “There once was a girl . . . ” “A lady 
who loved”; “There once was a poodle”; “There once was a girl.” Some of them 
are specific in that they give you a name. Not all of them are about people. 
There’s that one about the trombone. So you kind of get the rhythm of the 
limerick and the rhyme scheme: 1, 2, 5, and 3, 4. You have to think of the subject 
and it tells a story.  
 
Student: I do not understand this. 
Sister A: What don’t you understand? 
Student: All of it. 
Sister A: I think if you got a subject [that might help]. You are kind of telling a 
silly story about it. Let’s see if we can help [student who said he was confused]? 
Can someone give us a topic? 
 
They began to co-construct a limerick, a student shared aloud:  
 
Student: There once was a cherry pie. That captured a fly. 
Student: There was a girl named orange. She got stuck in her bedroom door 
hinge. But her daddy . . . I don’t know [said in frustration]. 
Sister A: Alright, let’s get back to the cherry pie. 
 
A student went to the chalkboard, at Sister’s request and wrote her peers’ ideas: 
 
There once was a cherry pie 
That caught a big black fly 
The fly screamed to death 
As it took a deep breath 
And later it said goodbye 
 
Sister A: We can change it later—you just have to play with it.  
 	  
323 
Student: I think as it took a deep breath should be switched with the fly screamed 
to death. 
Sister A: We could do that. [The student draws arrows to indicate the possible 
change.] 
Let’s read it aloud [both ways]. [After reading it]. He is right. Does that help you?  
Do you understand a little bit better?  
Student: Can we do it in groups?  
Sister A: I will let you do this assignment in groups but then I will give you an 
assignment to do on your own.  
 
Sister put the students into groups and told them they had approximately twenty minutes 
to write three limericks. She said, “Get your topics first” and students worked in their 
groups for the rest of the class period (Fieldnotes May 1, 2012). 
The next week when I visited they had finished their limericks and were working 
on haikus. Sister said they would most likely be done with writing at that point, as they 
still had a lot to do in their grammar books and there was little teaching time left in the 
year. While working on haikus, Sister explained that they should create a background 
visual for their verse—something they could overlay their poem on but they struggled to 
understand. They kept asking for examples and insisted on using clip art while she 
preferred that it was hand-drawn—with colored pencil of a theme in their poem and then 
they would put that paper in the printer and print their poem on top of it. I walked around 
to each student to make sure he/she had an idea of what to do for at least one of his/her 
three poems (Fieldnotes, May 8, 2012).  
A couple of weeks passed and I read copies of all of their poems, including 
cinquains, limericks, and haikus for the eighth grade and similar verse for the seventh 
grade class. Many of their limericks were somewhat silly but reflected an understanding 
of the rhyme scheme: 
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There once was a monkey, 
He was a little chunky. 
He ate food by the mounds, 
He had to lose a few pounds, 
So he ate oatmeal that was lumpy. 
 
There was once a girl named Sue, 
She couldn’t find anything to do. 
She asked her friend the king, 
Be he didn’t know a thing, 
So she asked someone who knew. 
 
Their haikus were more serious, often reflecting themes from nature: 
 
 The blow of the wind 
 Brushes against my shoulder 
 In the woods at dawn. 
 
Underneath the ground, 
The queen ant rules her kingdom. 
Millions serve her.  
 
As part of their final writing unit of the school year, students wrote a number of different 
types of verse: cinquains, limericks, and haiku. As was typical in their studies, students 
read aloud their poems to the class and Sister, proud of their work, gave me the papers to 
copy and show MEB (Fieldnotes, May 22, 2012). Sister was enthusiastic about teaching 
poetry, excitement that seemed to fuel students’ interest in writing verse and is further 
indication of Sister’s commitment to teaching writing.  
 As noted throughout this part of the chapter, Sister Agnes was committed to 
teaching writing in both her language arts and religion classes across a number of genres, 
including narratives, procedures, and poetry. Though her textbooks largely drove her 
instruction, she incorporated a number of key elements of SFL-informed instruction into 
her teaching where she felt they best fit. Though she did not teach grammar in context 
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(e.g. through mentor texts, which is a key part of the TLC), she consistently taught 
grammar lessons to her students and provided multiple opportunities for them to 
collaborate in small groups and share their work aloud with their peers.  
Dimensions of Sister Agnes’ Uptake of SFL-informed PD 
 
The following five dimensions helped shape teachers’ implementation of an SFL-
informed approach to writing and I used them as a framework to analyze teachers’ 
experiences at St. E’s: cultivating caring relationships with students; recognizing the 
needs of English learners; a teacher’s view of writing; a commitment to professional 
growth; and seeking collaboration. Though I approach these continua as discrete 
categories for analytic purposes, in practice, they overlap. Sister’s teaching and beliefs 
fell at various points along these continua. (See Table 7.1.) Below, I discuss each 
dimension in-depth. 
Cultivation of Caring Relationships with Students 
 Sister scored a +1 on this continuum, as she showed tendencies towards 
cultivating caring relationships with her students. Below, I discuss each sub-dimension. 
Scholar academic vs. learner centered. Sister Agnes’ teaching seemed to fall 
between the scholar academic ideology (see Whitefield, 1971) which emphasizes the 
importance of students learning a particular discipline from a teacher who hands down 
knowledge and a learner centered approach in which the teacher facilitates students’ 
learning and emphasizes their needs as learners and allows students to direct much of 
their own learning (see Rugg & Shumaker, 1928). While she demonstrated a few 
tendencies of a scholar academic, in that she often followed the textbook seeming to 
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share set knowledge with students (see Whitefield, 1971), she was also perceptive of 
student needs, exhibiting tendencies of learner centered practice. Her tendencies towards 
learner centered practices were evident regularly but particularly during their study of 
procedures. When students were presenting their how-to articles and leading the class in a 
procedure about how to complete a given task, one of the shyer students, Belen, taught 
the class how to make cut-out paper spirals, evidence of Sister’s attention to students’ 
needs. As students were coloring and decorating their spirals Sister approached me to 
say, “I have a great idea! Let’s hang the spirals up in the classroom and the hallway.” I 
later joined her outside the classroom and she told me, “I am really happy that I had this 
idea. They [the spirals] came out great and it is good for [Belen] to boost her confidence” 
(Fieldnotes, January 31, 2012). Sister read the situation well; Belen was often timid and 
by highlighting her project Sister was trying to help build her confidence and her esteem 
in the eyes of her peers.  As Schiro (2008) notes in a discussion of a learner centered 
approach, “the goal of education is the growth of individuals” (p. 5), and by attending to 
Belen’s needs, Sister was nurturing her growth.  Sister showed similar concern for a 
student’s growth when she encouraged Ben, who was hesitant to read aloud in English 
saying, “You can do it.” 
In our interview in April when I inquired what she enjoyed most about working at 
St. Elizabeth School Sister’s response reflected both scholar academic and learner 
centered philosophies. She enjoyed working with students and valued sharing knowledge 
with them: 
Sister A: Well I enjoy the kids, definitely. I enjoy teaching. Just in general. I 
enjoy being able to impart knowledge to them and I enjoy seeing them go on into 
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high school and succeed and come back and say, “Thank you for what you helped 
me to do.” To me, that means more than anything, you know? And our kids do 
come back to see us.  
CMP: That says a lot 
Sister A: Says a lot to me. But I want them to succeed. I want them to be good in 
high school. I want them to have a good foundation. And I and that’s what I try to 
work towards. (Sister A. Pagano, Personal communication, April 10, 2012) 
 
Sister found pleasure in working with the students at St. E’s. She took pride in the fact 
that many visited after graduation. Students were important to her, as was, “impart[ing] 
knowledge to them” which represents how Sister blended a more scholar-academic 
approach with an emphasis on passing knowledge to students with a more learner 
centered approach.  
Personalized.  Sister cultivated caring relationships in her classroom, seeking to 
both get to know students well (see Sizer, 1999) and allowing them to get to know her. 
She shared stories about her own life, which helped students know her better. Students 
seemed interested in Sister Agnes’ path to becoming a nun and her history as a teacher, 
appearing to care about her. During one of my visits, a student approached me and 
exclaimed, “Oh! Did Sister Agnes tell you? She looked like you when she was younger.” 
I replied, “She had curly hair?” “Yes,” Sister replied, “I did. And, I was skinny then.” 
Typical of her tendency to create close relationships, she looked through her bag for the 
picture, taken from the time she was required to dress in full habit, but realized it was at 
home and said she would bring it for me to see. Students were intrigued by her 
experiences and, on occasion, asked her about her high school and college experiences.  
In addition to sharing stories about her life, which seemed to help create close 
relationships with her students, Sister got to know students well through their responses 
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to various in-class assignments. Personal narratives, in which students wrote about an 
experience from their own lives, be it Sulia’s encounter with a pit bull or another 
student’s tale of her adoption from India, peace books in religion class, and various forms 
of poetry revealed a great deal about students’ lives and interests. 
Another way Sister created personalized relationships was through a commitment 
to service work. These activities not only allowed her to get to know her students better 
by seeing them in leadership roles but also allowed them the chance to get to know one 
another better and build a class community. At various points during the year, Sister and 
the eighth grade class were involved in projects aiming to help others and establish the 
students as student-leaders of St. E’s. One day in October, for instance, Sister A 
mentioned how the students were organizing a Halloween haunted house for the younger 
students. The eighth graders decorated a classroom and dressed in costume. Afterwards, 
younger students went to the cafeteria where the eighth graders gave them candy, ice 
cream, and stick-on tattoos (Fieldnotes, October 25, 2011). Students also collected dry 
goods from the school community to sends to US troops overseas. These service 
activities reflect Sister’s desire to get to know her students as leaders and to build close 
relationships amongst them as they worked together towards a common goal. 
Also related to personalization is a commitment to creating caring relationships. 
As Noddings (1992) notes, “[C]aring is the very bedrock of all successful education” (p. 
27). Sister fostered the development of close, caring relationships between students, not 
just between the eighth graders themselves but also between the eighth graders and the 
other students as St. E’s through her emphasis on service projects. Students showed 
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caring for one another on many occasions. One morning during Christmas season, Sister 
apologized saying that I “was not going to see much” during language arts class, as the 
kids were setting up for a bake sale, finishing up ornaments for a school tree, and hanging 
window art in all of the classrooms for advent. Though some projects were part of a 
fundraising mission for their end of the year spiritual retreat, students regularly served as 
role models to younger students and appeared to treat their responsibility with care. They 
often led religious services at church for the whole school and took leadership roles at 
their school-wide morning meetings. Again, on another holiday, Valentine’s Day, eighth 
graders organized a whole school event and led younger students through a series of 
activities. They affixed tattoos to their hands and cheeks and handed out ice cream and 
candy (Fieldnotes, February, 14, 2012). Activities continued into the spring and in May 
students led and organized a procession at the neighboring church, a “Fun day Friday” 
with field day type activities for all students, and a Teacher Appreciation Lunch 
(Fieldnotes, May 8, 2012; May 22, 2012). As part of cultivating caring relationships with 
students, Sister expected them to treat one another and the school community with 
respect. This was manifest in many school wide service projects.  
Sister was proud of their leadership, encouraging them to serve the St. E’s 
community and care for another and their fellow students. In late May, for example, 
when I inquired about the a Procession at church led by her class, she thumbed through 
two stacks of photos in envelopes on her desk, mentioning how well they did speaking, 
reading, and leading prayers at the service (Fieldnotes, May 22, 2012), suggesting how 
building caring relationships between students was important to Sister. Also a 
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demonstration of their leadership in the school and Sister’s pride in the students’ 
involvement was the fact that the student body president, vice president, treasurer, and 
secretary were all in her class. She smiled as she told me this, and I said that the eighth 
grade was well represented and she has a lot of “government officials in her class” 
(Fieldnotes, October 25, 2011). Sister encouraged students to act as leaders amongst the 
school community; in doing so, she got to know them on a different level. She learned 
about them as leaders outside of the classroom. 
Sister Agnes was connected to her students; she got to know them well, creating a 
community in her classroom in which students seemed comfortable with both her and one 
another. She respected them, often displaying a sense of humor and they, in turn, 
respected her. Not once in the entire school year did I witness a student say something 
disrespectful to Sister. In our interview, in fact, she commented on how “they are always 
for the most part very respectful” (Sister A. Pagano, personal communication, April 10, 
2012). Rather, they often joked with her, much like they did during presentations of their 
How-to articles, when a student spiritedly said, “Sister Agnes, I am going to wrap up my 
English book and give it to you” to which she replied, “Thank you, I appreciate it.” 
Sister cared for her students and, through service projects taught them about 
caring for others and working together towards a common goal, be it fundraising for a 
class religious retreat or leading the St E’s community in a church service. During these 
activities she encouraged them to care for one another and the other students at St. E’s. 
She also got to know them better both through service-oriented activities and through 
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their writing. Often sharing stories about her own life, students got to know her as well. 
Sister worked hard to cultivate caring relationships with students and amongst them. 
Hierarchical vs. egalitarian.  Though Sister clearly was a leader in the 
classroom, she also established egalitarian relationships with students. Sister often taught 
from behind a podium at the front of her room adjacent to her desk, showing that she was 
the one leading the group. She frequently read aloud from a sample text or a series of 
instructions provided in her textbook and then left the podium to visit with small groups 
of students as they worked on the activities she assigned. And, in what proved to be a 
symbolic gesture, she regularly shared the podium with students. For each writing 
assignment, students individually approached the podium and read from behind it. In 
essence, this sharing of the podium offers a symbolic statement on the division of power 
in Sister’s class. At times, she was the one wielding the power; yet, on occasion, she 
shared that power with the students.  
 Sister had high expectations for students but balanced those expectations with a 
level of trust, which appeared to strengthen the relationship between her and her students. 
She empowered them to make decisions about their writing, like the time she had 
students vote on which poems to read. Often, she also asked students if they preferred to 
work in small groups or independently like when they wrote fictional narratives about 
Our School. Doing so seemed to help create a sense of togetherness and further engage 





Recognition of the Needs of English Learners 
Recognizing the needs of ELs is another dimension helping shape teachers’ use of 
PD promoting the implementation of SFL-informed instruction. Overall, on this 
continuum Sister scored a +0.5. Though Sister reported having no previous training in 
working with English learners, her knowledge of language and grammar and her attention 
to students’ oral language development were notable.  
Pedagogical. The pedagogical sub-dimension of “Recognizing the Needs of ELs” 
continuum is concerned with how a teacher taught. Sister integrated various elements of 
SFL-informed instruction into a more traditional curriculum by deconstructing text with 
students and stressing the importance of oral language development. Though she did not 
follow each phase of the TLC as presented to her in PD from MEB and me, she did 
faithfully deconstruct text and view writing as a collaborative process, both of which are 
integral elements of the SFL-informed teaching/learning cycle that benefit ELs (see 
Brisk, 2012; Gibbons, 2009; Pavlak, 2013).  
 Also important to the academic growth of ELs is the development of their oral 
language skills (See Brisk, 2012; Gibbons, 2003, 2009). Sister recognized this aspect of 
students’ development by asking them to read aloud their writing and critique their peers’ 
work. She provided multiple opportunities for students to practice speaking aloud in their 
new language, asking students to articulate their words, speak loudly and confidently as 
they read their writing. She also encouraged students to give feedback to their peers.  
Academic content. In the Framework for Understanding Teachers’ Uptake of 
SFL, I define academic content as teaching language/grammar, which I view as positive 
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aspects of practice. When teachers were committed to explicitly teaching language or 
grammar it seemed to enhance their uptake of SFL and benefit their English learners. 
Sister Agnes consistently taught grammar to students. It became evident that she was 
deeply knowledgeable about the English language. On numerous occasions I observed 
her teaching grammar lessons from the Voyages textbook. In November, for instance, she 
taught a section on pronouns (Meeting notes, November 8, 2011). Though her attention to 
language was commendable, as part of SFL-informed instruction, MEB and I encouraged 
Sister to teach grammar in context, or in a more functional way. When studying 
procedures, for instance, Sister Agnes mentioned that she had taught students to use the 
text connectors, including first and next as part of the lessons in her textbook, however 
MEB told her, “It is better to look at published things used in real life” (PD Meeting, 
February 3, 2012). As an integral part of the TLC is the use of mentor texts as a means 
for teaching students about language, Sister could have used one of the sample how-to 
articles I shared with her to demonstrate how authors used text connectors in actual texts.  
MEB introduced the idea about teaching grammar in context through mentor texts 
at the Summer Institute and reinforced it at various points during the year in monthly PD 
meetings. In an email to me, she wrote the following about her conversation with 
teachers, including Sister Agnes, who were accustomed to teaching grammar straight 
from their textbooks: 
I took the opportunity to talk about teaching grammar from a different 
perspective. For example, it is not important that the students know what a 
declarative, interrogative, exclamation, etc. are but how their voice changes when 
they use one or the other. Or how nouns, verbs, etc. are not parts of speech but 
aspects of language that have a certain function to impact meaning. I'm not sure I 
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got to them but I think it left them thinking about it. (MEB, Email 
correspondence, March 3, 2012) 
 
Though Sister taught a lot of language, getting her to teach language in the context of 
mentor texts was challenging. It seemed difficult for teachers with such a traditional 
background to change this approach to teaching grammar. In our interview she 
commented that the textbook drove her teaching of language and I noted how impressive 
her knowledge of grammar was:  
CMP: I know you teach a lot of language in here . . . how do you decide what to 
teach? 
Sister A: I just follow the curriculum [from Voyages]. 
CMP: MEB and I always say how knowledgeable you are about language. You 
really are. Even today, I was listening and I am like, you just know it.  
Sister A: Well, I have been teaching it long enough. [Laughter] 
CMP: I know but a lot of people don’t know all those facets of grammar. I have 
been really impressed. 
Sister A: I just follow the [text]. I like Voyages in English because it is strong in 
grammar and I think grammar is important—speaking it correctly and writing it 
correctly. I know they [students] don’t always speak it correctly when they leave 
me but I have kids come back [from high school] and say to me, “Sister, you 
know, in our English class, I’m the only one that knew what an infinitive was.” 
Or, “I am the only one that knew a gerund.” And I thought, “Oh, really?” 
CMP: I agree. I think it is not being taught in so many places. 
Sister A: It’s sad. And there for a while there was teacher I think at the [local high 
school] and when he would get my kids [former students] he would say, “I know 
where you are from. You are from St. E’s, aren’t you?” 
CMP: Because they were well prepared. 
Sister A: They knew the language part of it. You know and I do enjoy teaching it.  
CMP: That’s what I was going to ask—if you enjoyed it—because it seems like 
you do.  
Sister A: Yes, I am going to get into diagramming at the end of the year. I think 
that’s important. Some of them will understand a sentence, the why, the purpose 
of clauses, etc. when they have to diagram it. 
CMP: They can see it. 
Sister A: They can see it, so I like to do a little diagramming. (Sister A. Pagano, 




Sister Agnes knew a lot about language from years of teaching but she also enjoyed 
teaching grammar. She felt it was important and took pride in the fact that former 
students returned to tell her they were one of the few who knew what various aspects of 
language were in their high school classes. She also noted how a teacher at a neighboring 
high school would immediately know who was her former student by his/her knowledge 
of the nuances of the English language. Sister was proud of how much grammar she 
taught, she enjoyed teaching it, and it was difficult for her to change this aspect of her 
teaching in any significant way.  
During this same interview, our conversation turned toward an emphasis on 
teaching language to English learners, showing how Sister Agnes recognized the needs of 
ELs. She commented on the differences she saw in the speaking and writing of her Asian 
students and how studying vocabulary is important for their development: 
I notice the difference sometimes with our Asian children. Because sometimes 
they don’t put on the suffixes—you know, like -ed and –ing. I notice a difference 
when they come back after summer vacation . . . when they have been using their 
native language because they use it at home. They speak it at home. Sometimes 
there’s a little hesitation. And I notice that there is some vocabulary that you think 
that they should know the meaning of that they haven’t been exposed to. That’s 
why I use that vocabulary book too because that brings in some good vocabulary 
that they need to know. I had a girl tell me that she didn’t know why we had to 
study that [vocabulary] when she was here at school but she said, “Sister, if I 
hadn’t studied that I wouldn’t have passed my SATs.” She said that it was such a 
big help. . . . I do notice a difference in that way, in their writing. Sometimes the 
word is not completed, the ending of it. . . . But I notice mostly with my Asian 
students. (Sister A. Pagano, Personal communication, April 10, 2012) 
 
Though I never heard her say she was teaching language the way she did because of her 
English learners while helping her plan her writing instruction, in our interview she 
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mentioned how important it was for her ELs to learn vocabulary words, saying, the 
vocabulary book, “brings in some good vocabulary [ELs] need to know.”  
 Sister held high expectations for students in terms of learning the rules of English 
grammar. After answering questions in the text for homework, for example, they took 
turns sharing answers aloud in class. One day, when studying verbals, the following 
conversations ensued, showing both Sister’s expectations of students and her 
commitment to teaching language. Though it is not directly aligned with SFL-informed 
instruction because she did not teach grammar in context, rather did so from a textbook, it 
shows her commitment to teaching various facets of language and further indicates how 
she blended a more traditional style of teaching with elements of SFL.  
Student: The infinite phrase used as an adjective is to build the memorial and it 
describes project. It is a direct object 
Sister A: When the direct object is preceded by the noun/clause it becomes an 
infinite clause. Is there a noun before that clause? No, so it is a phrase because 
there is not a noun before that—no noun before that can be the subject of that 
clause. (Fieldnotes, May 15, 2012) 
 
After they had completed one exercise, she continued: 
 
Sister A: So we talked about infinitives used as nouns, as adjectives, as adverbs—
an  adverb can modify a verb, another adverb, or an adjective. This gets 
complicated. Read that first paragraph, [name of student]. To take a special 
vacation on a dude ranch is the infinitive phrase. What does it modify? 
Student: Went. 
Sister A: And what is went? 
Student: A verb. 
Sister A: He was excited to ride a horse for the first time used as an adverb what 
does it modify? 
Student: Excited. 
Sister A: What is excited? 
Student: Adjective. 
 





Sister A: What kinds of words do they modify?  
Students: Prepositions!  
Sister A: You should recognize prepositions because I have been talking to you 
about them for two years. I gave you a list of them. (Fieldnotes, May 15, 2012) 
 
Teaching language, or what I term academic content as part of my Framework for 
Understanding Teachers’ Uptake of SFL, was an integral part of Sister Agnes’ instruction 
in language arts class. She taught from the textbook, rather than in the context of genre 
specific mentor texts, which is part of SFL-informed instruction. Yet, she saw this 
emphasis on language, particularly vocabulary development as beneficial for English 
learners (See Zwiers, 2008). Though Sister maintained her commitment to teaching 
traditional grammar content, she felt many ELs were not exposed to certain words in 
everyday experiences and wanted to build their academic language, showing how she 
recognized the needs of ELs.  
Constructivist. Constructivist practices (see Palinscar, 1998; Vygotsky, 1978), 
those based on the idea that knowledge is constructed and teachers serve as facilitators of 
that process, also played a role in teachers’ uptake of SFL-informed instruction. In 
essence, scaffolding learning is an integral part of constructivist thought. The TLC, with 
its emphasis on scaffolding, benefits ELs (see Brisk, 2012; Gibbons, 2009; Pavlak, 2013), 
as students are exposed to and guided through various expectations of writing 
independently in a genre at each phase of the cycle. For example, before asking students 
to write on their own, using the TLC, the teacher guides them through elements of 
writing such as text structure and verb tense. Sister occasionally scaffolded student 
learning. During their study of procedures to familiarize students with the genre and set 
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expectations for their independent writing, the negotiating field stage of the TLC, Sister 
talked with students about where they saw procedures in their own lives. She also led 
them through deconstruction of a text on voting, asking questions like, “Did the author 
consider the audience?” “Did [the introduction] engage you?” and “Would you be able to 
follow the steps?” Though she did not co-construct text with students, Sister engaged 
them in a series of activities that scaffolded their ability to write independently. They 
wrote captivating introductory remarks based on a series of titles and created a list of 
steps directing Sister from their classroom to the main office. They also read and 
discussed a series of descriptions in their textbooks about what types of information to 
include in each part of their procedures.  
Throughout their poetry studies, she engaged them in all phases of the SFL-
informed teaching/learning cycle, scaffolding their knowledge of how to write their own 
verse. They deconstructed poems, such as “The Ride of Paul Revere” and a number of 
limericks, talking about rhyme scheme and patterns and attending to the way poets began 
their verse. And, when students were uncertain how to begin limericks, they jointly 
constructed text. Though writing was a heavily collaborative process in Sister’s class, this 
was the first time I witnessed them participating in this phase of the TLC, and doing so 
gave students a model of how they should compose their limericks. Students shared their 
ideas aloud, and Sister guided them. At one point a student even recommended they 
change the order of the verse. This activity helped scaffold their understanding of the 
poetry genre and eventually write independently, which are constructivist practices in 
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SFL. By building on students’ understanding of what to include in their writing, Sister, 
displayed some attributes of constructivist practice.  
Affective. Sister regularly attended to the affective needs of her students. By 
creating a supportive classroom community in which students seemed to feel safe sharing 
their ideas, Sister lowered the affective filter (See Krashen, 1981), which Krashen (1981) 
defines as, “a mental block” resulting from a “less than optimal affective state” (p. 56). 
Doing so is important for ELs, who constituted ten of the fourteen students in the eighth 
grade class. A large part of Sister’s assessment of student writing involved students’ 
sharing their work aloud, and Sister created a supportive environment in which they did 
so. Students offered verbal feedback to their peers, and writing became a highly 
collaborative process in her class. For example, when Ben, a timid student, read his 
personal narrative and used the term “sweet memories” repeatedly, his classmate 
recommended he vary his language and actually tell about one of the memories. This 
process of reading aloud and discussing student work reflected Sister’s attention to the 
affective needs of students and was beneficial on multiple levels: it not only helped 
students enhance their writing but it allowed them to develop oral language skills, a 
particularly important process for ELs (See Brisk, 2012; Gibbons, 2003, 2009), and gave 
Sister the chance to informally assess their progress.  
View of Writing 
Yet another dimension that I found to influence teachers’ use of SFL-informed 
instruction centered on a teacher’s view of writing both in terms of teaching writing 
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across the curriculum and whether or not they saw writing as fitting with their 
curriculum. Scoring at the highest level, on this overall continuum Sister was at a +2.  
Writing across curriculum. Writing was an important part of Sister’s 
curriculum, as evidenced in the discussion of the various genres she taught in both 
language arts and religion classes and the various media in which students wrote. From 
cartoons in response to a story in their literature anthology to t-shirt cutouts of 
inspirational, faith-based sayings, like “Got Faith,” Sister was committed to teaching 
writing.  At times, she supplemented her curriculum with additional writing activities not 
specifically linked to genres of study. One morning students wrote thank you notes for a 
local firefighter who had visited St. E’s and on another occasion Sister asked students to 
respond to questions about the value of getting a Catholic school education. She asked, 
“What do you like best about being in a Catholic school? Why is it important to get a 
good education?” (Fieldnotes, April 3, 2012). Sister taught writing across the content 
areas, in language arts and in religion, which can improve student writing (see Applebee 
& Langer, 2006, 2011; Graham & Perin, 2007a; The National Commission on Writing, 
2003). 
Additionally, Sister viewed teaching writing as her responsibility, as evident in 
the amount of time students spent writing in her classes. An offshoot of the importance 
Sister placed on writing was the pride she took in students’ work. She often displayed 
student work from both religion and language arts class in the hallway outside her 
classroom. This included cartoons created in response to a story read in their literature 
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anthology and books about peace. She also mentioned showing students’ written work to 
Kerry as a point of pride.   
Also hanging in the hallway were books written in small groups for religion class 
containing explanations of the six models of church: The Church as the Body of Christ, 
The Church as Institution, The Church as Sacrament, The Church as Herald of God’s 
Word, The Church as Servant, The Church as Community of Community of Disciples. 
Students took a quote from Scripture about their assigned model, explained that quote, 
and offered a modern day example, a symbol, and a visual representation of their model. 
An example follows: 
 Scripture quotation: All day long, both at the temples and their homes, they did 
not stop teaching and proclaiming the Messiah Jesus. Acts of the Apostles 5:42  
 
Explanation: A herald is a messenger sent to announce something. Jesus sent the 
apostles to proclaim his teachings. Jesus’ teachings are still taught today by 
Nuns, Priests, and religious people. Jesus wanted all of us to be heralds so we can 
share it with all nations. We can all be heralds if we teach others about Jesus’ 
teachings. 
 
Example: A good example of a herald is a Priest. They announce Jesus’ teaching 
at mass. Nuns and other religious teachers can spread the Good News at Catholic 
schools. People can also spread the Good News by teaching kids and 
encouraging others to go to church. A bible can also be an example because if 
someone reads a bible it would tell them about Jesus’ teachings.  
 
Symbol: “Our symbol for a herald is a trumpet. . . . Years ago when people 
announced news they would usually blow a trumpet. (Sample student work, 
October, 2011) 
 
Sister frequently required students to write in her classes. In doing so, they expressed 
themselves through various media, including cartoons and books and often wrote together 
in small groups. Writing was an important element of Sister’s curriculum in both 
language arts and religion.  
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Integrated vs. add-on. From the outset of our work together, it was evident that 
writing was integral to Sister’s curriculum, not something added onto an occasional 
lesson. She viewed writing as important. The first few assignments I saw were not based 
on SFL but heavily involved writing. These included a summer reading book report on 
The Glory Field (Myers, 2008), wherein students completed questions on a worksheet 
including, filling in the title, author, main characters, subordinate characters, writing 
two new words and their definitions, and a synopsis of the story. Another early 
assignment was a peace book written for religion class.  
As writing was important to Sister’s curriculum, she generally set clear 
expectations for assignments and often assessed writing with a rubric from their Voyages 
textbook. For example, when assigning the peace book, she gave students a handout with 
the following specific guidelines: 
Cover: Write the title Peace, your name and the date. Design the cover with 
symbols or quotations about peace.  
Dedication: On the first page, write the words Dedicated to and then put the name 
of a person or people to whom you wish to dedicate your work. 
Definitions of peace: Compose two or three of your own definitions of peace. 
Examples, “Peace is knowing you have been kind to someone” or “Peace is 
seeing my dad smile at me when I clean my room without being told.” You might 
like to include drawings on this page.  
Quotations about peace: Choose one or two quotations about peace. These may be 
from the Bible, books of quotations, the Internet, or songs; or you may make up 
your own. Write the quotation at the top of the page and then explain what it 
means to you.  
Peace and Others: This is an important section. For this you will need to think 
about how you have brought peace and joy to others and how you plan to 
continue. Write about two of the following topics: 
1. Bringing Peace to Myself 
2. Bringing Peace to my Family (You could consider just one parent, a 
brother, a sister, or another relative in this section.) 
3. Brining Peace to my Friends 
4. Bringing Peace to the World 
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Include drawings, family pictures, or pictures from magazines to illustrate your 
ideas.  
 
Providing specific guidelines for students was important; they knew what to expect and 
knew what they would be graded on. This seemed to help structure their writing and 
revealed that writing was central to Sister’s curriculum. 
As the year wore on, Sister incorporated more elements of SFL-informed 
instruction into her teaching of writing, integrating elements from PD into her teaching in 
a meaningful way. For instance, during their studies of personal narratives she helped 
students deconstruct a sample orientation from E.B. White’s Once more to the lake, 
which is an important part of the TLC. Also part of SFL-informed instruction, students 
wrote sample orientations and spent time discussing engaging titles.  
Additionally, when writing procedures, Sister led students through a number of 
SFL-related activities, such as deconstructing a sample how-article in their Voyages 
textbook, writing effective opening sentences that attend to audience, allowing students 
to experience a how-to by giving Sister direction to the main office, and demonstrating 
their procedures to the class.  
Furthermore, after studying the play Our Town students wrote their own plays in 
small groups and crafted business letters and thank you notes to a visitor. Though letter 
writing is not a genre in SFL (in SFL a letter would be a medium or a format of a written 
assessment), Sister used the deconstruction phase of the TLC to teach them. Together, 
they deconstructed a sample letter, which further familiarized students with expectations. 
They also spent a couple weeks deconstructing, co-constructing, and individually writing 
multiple types of poetry. Writing was central to Sister’s curriculum. Students wrote 
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nearly every time I observed instruction and over the school year Sister integrated some 
elements of SFL-informed instruction into her writing instruction.  
Commitment to Professional Growth 
 
Another important dimension helping shape teachers’ uptake of SFL-informed 
instruction is having a commitment to professional growth. And Sister seemed somewhat 
committed to professional growth, scoring at +0.5 on this continuum. On our initial 
survey, for instance, she reported receiving varied professional development trainings in 
literacy, including: PD on creative writing, both coursework and PD in teaching reading, 
and PD in literacy more generally. She did not, however, report having any specific 
training in working with English learners. 
Involvement in PD. Sister was involved in PD efforts, regularly attending 
monthly meetings with MEB and informally discussing writing instruction weekly with 
me. Sister Agnes was an active participant during SFL-informed PD sessions. At the 
Summer Institute in August, for example, she arrived early and took notes throughout the 
day. Also at the Summer Institute, she shared ideas with peers during small group 
activities. She regularly attended monthly meetings with MEB, often asking for feedback 
about progress our university team noted on students’ writing and sharing sample student 
writing with MEB. Sister also asked me for assistance in helping her plan certain genre 
units, such as personal narratives, fictional narratives (plays), and poetry.  
A reflection of her commitment to professional growth, in our interview, Sister 
spoke about the usefulness of discussing student work with me during our weekly 
meetings and analyzing work with MEB at monthly PD sessions: 
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I think having this program has certainly helped me as a teacher of writing. Some 
of the ideas that I have gotten from you [and] from MEB when we meet with her, 
I think that they have been very good. Going over some of the writing—having 
samples of that so that we see, this could’ve been done this way or this way. 
(Sister A. Pagano, personal communication, April 10, 2012) 
 
Sister participated regularly in various forms of PD and found the meetings with MEB 
and me to be useful to her teaching of writing.  
Implementation of new pedagogical techniques/use of resources. Sister Agnes 
implemented new pedagogical techniques and used SFL-related resources to some extent. 
Though Sister continued to primarily rely on the textbook as a guide for her instruction, 
there were changes to her teaching of writing over the course of the school year. She 
adapted her traditional textbook driven curriculum to include aspects of SFL-informed 
instruction and, while receiving ongoing support in SFL, expanded the types of writing 
students did in her class. In August, when responding on the pre-survey given by our 
university team to how writing instruction looks in her classroom, she noted, “I follow 
the writing section of Voyages” In fact, one day Sister showed me the Voyages textbook 
when I asked her which genres of writing she planned to teach. I noticed the text was 
divided into two parts, one pertaining to written and oral communication and two, to 
grammar. The first part of the text attended to:  personal narratives, how-to articles, 
business letters, descriptions, expository writing, persuasive writing, creative writing, and 
research reports. The grammar part of the text addressed the following topics: nouns, 
adjectives, pronouns, verbs, verbals (including participles and placement of participles), 
adverbs, prepositions, kinds of sentences, conjunctions and interjections, punctuation and 
capitalization, and sentence diagramming. On a number of occasions, when I asked Sister 
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about her writing schedule she replied that it depended on how long it took students to get 
through the language work they were doing in their text.  In accord with this view, on the 
survey she said she decided what to teach in terms of writing by “pretty much follow[ing] 
my textbooks.”  
Over time, however, Sister took steps to teach outside the Voyages book. She 
asked me for resources, like help with finding E.B. White’s, Once More to the Lake, as a 
means for teaching the orientation of a personal narrative. Additionally, Sister asked me 
to help her plan her fictional narrative/play writing unit in response to the class reading of 
Our Town and to share ideas about poetry writing.  
Also in August, when our university team asked what we should know about her 
as a writing teacher, Sister responded, “I enjoy teaching creative writing and persuasive 
writing.” In the spring of the school year, I observed Sister’s excitement about teaching 
poetry. After attention to SFL-informed instruction for a number of months, Sister was 
enthusiastic about teaching a variety of genres of writing, not just those in the textbook, 
thereby showing how she began to implement new ideas into her teaching.  
In August, when asked what she hoped to get out of our work together, Sister 
commented that she wanted, “to learn better ways of teaching writing and to get students 
excited about writing”. Students seemed excited about writing in Sister’s class, as 
evidenced when they enthusiastically responded to poetry writing. Sister Agnes’ 
excitement about teaching writing seemed to energize students. When introducing the 
genre, she commented on how Robert Frost was one of her favorite poets and a student 
then shared that he really liked Shel Silverstein and wanted to write limericks. To further 
 	  
347 
engage them, she also commented about how she thought they would like writing 
limericks. Sister Agnes and I planned the writing unit together and shared resources. I 
stressed the importance of sharing mentor texts, or sample poems, with the students and 
showed her pages from one of the Scholastic teaching resource books that I used with my 
former students, pages she eventually gave to the students to help them write 
independently. I also noted how I started with cinquains when I taught poetry because the 
students, particularly ELs, responded well to formulaic writing before working on 
something more open, like free verse. She said she, too, would begin with cinquains. 
The poetry-writing unit was an example of how Sister creatively integrated SFL-
informed instruction into her more traditional form of teaching from the textbook. 
Though the text largely directed her teaching, with her often saying things like, “We have 
to finish verbs before we write,” she was committed to teaching writing and 
experimented with SFL at a level that was comfortable to her. In fact, Sister’s 
implementation of new ideas and techniques into her teaching intensified over the course 
of the school year. 
As further evidence of her willingness to implement new teaching methods, Sister 
Agnes also adapted phases of the SFL-informed teaching/learning cycle to fit her 
instruction. Though she did not use all phases of the TLC in teaching writing, she spent 
considerable time deconstructing text with students, which helped familiarize them with 
the genres of study and what to include in their own writing. During all of their genre 
studies—including personal narratives, procedures (how-to articles), fictional narratives, 
business letters, and poetry—students deconstructed text before writing independently. 
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The only time, however, that I observed co-construction was during their study of 
limericks when students expressed confusion about what to write.  
Sister abandoned her more traditional form of assessment, giving an exam, after 
reading the play, Our Town. She told students they would be writing their own plays, 
“instead of a test,” an indication that she was taking on a new approach to teaching and 
assessing writing.  
Also revealing were Sister’s comments in our interview about how writing 
instruction looked in her classroom. Specifically, she described changes to her teaching 
as a result of working with the university team around SFL-informed practices, showing 
how she implemented new ideas into her teaching: 
Sister A: Well, I will be honest with you, okay? I think I’ve done more with 
writing this year because of this program than I have in the past. I, myself, don’t 
like to write. 
CMP: I would never have said that. I never would have guessed that. 
Sister A: I am not a writer. . . . I’m not a writer myself so to teach the writing in 
here you know, has been a challenge for me. But I have found it much easier this 
year maybe because I have to do it [laughter]. I don’t know but I think because of 
this program. Well, it has given me ideas. It helps to know what to do and it helps 
to have someone who I can bounce ideas off of. You know, “Read these and tell 
me what you think? What direction do I need to go in?”  (Sister A. Pagano, 
personal communication, April 10, 2012) 
 
Sister, though self-described as “not a writer,” taught a number of genres in both her 
language arts and religion classes and mentioned that our SFL PD “has given [her] 
ideas.” Providing a sense for how her writing instruction had shifted, she went on to 
explain how she decided what to teach in writing before our collaborative SFL-informed 
work: 




Sister A: Well, yes because there is a writing curriculum with our English book. 
CMP: So that’s what teachers used? 
Sister A: So, that’s what I used. If anything came up, like in religion class where 
they needed to write something and report back to the class, then we would do 
some of that and definitely in literature they would have to write. They would 
write the essay questions but . . . a couple of years there for a while I was doing 
Romeo and Juliet and I would show them Westside Story and they had to do a 
comparison paper between the two. So that type of writing we also did in the past. 
(Sister A. Pagano, personal communication, April 10, 2012) 
 
Sister mentioned changing her practice based on our work together and noted that in 
years past she would simply teach from the textbook. SFL-informed PD, therefore, 
helped Sister expand the types of writing she taught and provided her with extra 
resources, both material and human, as she mentioned appreciating having me to “bounce 
ideas off of.” 
The conversation during our interview later turned toward the status of SFL-
informed PD at St. E’s, indicating Sister’s interest in the program: 
Sister A: Evidently, I won’t be involved in it next year but will it carry on 
through the summer? Will there be meetings?  
CMP: I don’t know. We don’t know what’s going on yet. 
Sister A: Will it be here next year?  
CMP: It really depends on the [funding agency]. . . . Unfortunately, it’s not up to 
us. 
Sister A: Well, that would be too bad because it’s just getting started. (Sister A. 
Pagano, personal communication, April 10, 2012) 
 
Sister seemed to value our work together and recognized the importance of giving ample 
time for a curricular change to take place and noting the importance of PD as an ongoing 
process (See Abdal-Haqq, 1996; Fullan, 1995; Guskey, 1994), when she remarked, “it’s 
just getting started.” 
After experiencing SFL-informed PD Sister taught a number of new genres of 
writing and added new elements to those genres she previously taught. Though she did 
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not fully embrace all elements of the TLC, Sister did expand the types of writing she 
required and occasionally deconstructed text with students. On the initial survey in 
August, for example, when asked about the types of writing she required, she mentioned 
play writing, essay questions, personal narratives, descriptive, letters, and book reports. 
During the school year, however, students wrote book reports, comic strips, peace books, 
fictional narratives, personal narratives, procedures, business letters, and poetry. Sister 
mentioned studying plays, like Romeo and Juliet, in the past and asking students to write 
their own plays and act them out. She continued to require this of students but after 
receiving ongoing PD, she linked their play writing to the SFL genre of fictional 
narratives. As noted throughout this section of text, Sister implemented new ideas and 
teaching tools from our SFL-informed PD into her teaching to some degree.  
Reliance on textbooks vs. evolving curriculum. Over the course of the school 
year, Sister’s instruction shifted from an overreliance on textbooks to using multiple 
texts. In other words, she allowed her curriculum to evolve. On the initial survey in 
August, when questioned about how she decided what to teach during writing, Sister 
replied,  “I pretty much follow my textbooks.” Though she still largely followed her 
textbooks, she asked me for help when looking for mentor texts for personal narratives 
and elicited ideas for both the fictional narrative and poetry genres. In fact, one day Sister 
told me she was looking forward to finishing her grammar lessons because she really 
wanted to teach poetry. Instead of allowing her textbook to dictate the course of her 
instruction, for her final writing unit of the year she chose to teach poetry.  This example 
is indicative of a slight shift in her teaching during our work together. 
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Though Sister used textbooks as a guide, she often supplemented her lessons with 
more hands-on, innovative work. When studying vocabulary words, for example, 
students played charades and she had students write modern versions of parables in 
religion class (Meeting Notes, October 11, 2011). Sister’s comments about why she 
enjoyed teaching kindergarten revealed an interest in creative curriculum, rather than a 
more traditional teaching style of following textbooks.  
Sister A: Their minds were like little sponges, you know and . . . I just enjoyed 
teaching them. I had centers in my classroom, you know, that they would go to. I 
would teach them as a whole. I had a phonics program that was called the 
Huggables and they were inflatable letters. . . it was wonderful to teach them. 
Because you were teaching them the sounds through music and it kind of 
incorporated a lot—art, music, and all of that. And, they would learn how to 
sound out words and read by the time they left kindergarten. (Sister A. Pagano, 
Personal communication, April 10, 2012) 
 
In an interview I specifically asked Sister about changes to her curriculum over the years. 
Her response indicated her openness to changing her practice: 
Well, I think curriculum-wise, definitely [there have been changes] because 
education has changed a great deal from when I first started out to what it is now. 
And personally, I tried to keep up with the trends that you know, the, whoever my 
principal was or whatever felt that we needed to move in this direction. You try to 
keep yourself educated and keep up with those trends. . . . So I think my teaching 
has changed in that way. It has changed because I am teaching a different grade 
level than I started out with but I think even from the beginning of teaching eighth 
grade I have changed in my teaching. I don’t think I am as rigid as I was in the 
beginning. I have my discipline and they know it, they know what their 
parameters are, they know what I expect and what I don’t expect but I can still 
ease up with them once in a while and enjoy them. And joke around with them. 
(Sister A. Pagano, Personal communication, April 10, 2012) 
 
Sister Agnes’ teaching practices changed over the course of her career, not simply 
because she taught numerous grade levels but also because she was interested in “keeping 
up with the trends” in education. She recognized the need to keep her practice current and 
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noted that she had become “less rigid” with the eighth grade students over time. Even 
though her changes were not as notable as Chloe’s, Sister still brought in new ideas to her 
practice from our work together.  
At various points in the school year, Sister assigned new activities and projects, 
representing a shift away from an overreliance on textbooks. She was passionate about 
teaching literature. One day, for instance, she approached to tell me it was the 50th 
anniversary of To Kill a Mockingbird that year and that she had a special edition video 
featuring interviews with the actors years later. Though she hoped to read the book with 
the eighth grade class, due to time constraints, they only watched the video (Fieldnotes, 
April 10, 2012).  
Sister also required students to complete learner centered projects in religion 
class. As noted earlier, at the beginning of the year they wrote peace themed books 
complete with illustrations, quotations, and meditations on the subject. And, as 
highlighted earlier, students also put a modern spin on parables. In May, small groups of 
students designed their own churches and built replicas of them using shoe boxes. They 
were incredibly detailed with stained glass, intricate designs, and people in the pews. 
Proud of their hard work and attention to detail, Sister put the model churches on display 
in the hall. I observed all ages of students marveling at them during their lunchtime 
(Fieldnotes, May 15, 2012). Sister, who made teaching her life’s work, was open to 
adapting her curriculum and, to a degree, allowing students to engage in lessons that went 
beyond the typical bounds of teaching at St. E’s.  
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Furthermore, Sister’s comment about how she could not wait to teach poetry was 
evidence that she was invested in teaching writing and willing to change her practice as 
she learned more about SFL-informed instruction. Additionally, when representatives 
from the funding agency visited St. E’s, Sister Agnes, Kerry, and the eighth graders 
demonstrated enthusiasm for SFL work, stating the importance of audience, tone, and 
writing in chronological order. Their comments suggested that she was effective at using 
these new practices. Sister was committed to teaching writing and creatively interwove 
instruction from her textbook with tenets of SFL-informed instruction we shared with her 
through PD. 
Teaching as lifelong learning. Sister Agnes appeared to view learning and 
teaching as lifelong processes. The more I spoke with and observed Sister Agnes in 
action with her colleagues and students, the more I realized that teaching was her 
vocation and she was dedicated to learning throughout her career. Her commitment to 
this line of work seemed at the heart of everything she did, as a teacher and colleague. 
She was fully committed to the school and its community, often organizing special 
service projects and field trips, leading school-wide church services and recreational 
activities, taking over administrative duties when Kerry was off-site, and mentoring new 
faculty. Sister was an integral part of the St. Elizabeth community and seemed to view 
teaching as an ongoing learning experience, one that she was largely involved in. She did 
not view her role as a stagnate one, wherein she taught the same curriculum year after 
year and only saw her responsibility as teaching lessons in class. Rather, she took on 
many responsibilities beyond teaching and involved herself in multiple layers of the 
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school community. In fact, during one of my last visits in May when Sister discussed her 
retirement, we talked about how much she does for the school community. She said that 
she basically does “it all” for the eighth grade and that Kerry repeatedly told her, “You 
have to write it all down because we won’t know what to do next year!” I agreed that she 
was irreplaceable (Fieldnotes, May 22, 2012).   
Moreover, Sister was passionate about her work—from her days as a new teacher 
to her time at St. E’s. In late January she and I discussed her various experiences as an 
educator. That day after lunch faculty would be switching positions with the teachers of 
their buddy classes; she was going to pre-Kindergarten. I said I was always nervous about 
teaching the younger grades, and she responded that she “loves it!” and that she “spent 
[her] most creative years in kindergarten.” She started a kindergarten in Illinois. Her 
friend, also a nun, ran the school and she wanted to bring in a kindergarten class, so Sister 
led the lower school and taught kindergarten part-time for twelve years. She said, “I have 
pictures.” Excitedly, she led me over the filing cabinet adjacent to her desk and opened 
the top drawer.  
Visibly animated, she looked for photographs of her earliest years as a teacher and 
said she has kept yearbooks and photos from each year of her teaching. She pulled out a 
stack of newspapers and newsletters from across the years, telling me she had “lots of 
energy then, in the early days.” She was immersed in sports, coaching girls’ basketball, 
starting an intramural league, and driving the school van. After this, for seven years she 
was at a school just outside Chicago with a “great staff. All sisters.” Teaching nearly 50 
years, Sister still got excited about teaching and kept students laughing, while still 
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holding high academic expectations. That day, for example, a student said, “I don’t play 
that way,” something he thought would make people laugh and Sister retorted in a similar 
style, causing the class to chuckle.  
Sister often mentioned how much she enjoyed teaching. Contrasting her 
classroom teaching with her experience as a principal, one day she said, “I like this the 
best—being in the classroom with kids.” In April in an interview, Sister told me about 
her path to becoming both a nun and an educator and how even though she spent time as 
an administrator, her heart is in teaching: 
Sister A: Even as a kid I enjoyed playing school and being the teacher. And, then 
when I was in high school I never thought of what I was going to be to be honest 
with you. I was a senior in high school at that point the Sisters of Providence 
didn’t drive and I had my own car. The principal would always ask me to take her 
to the bank and so one day when we were going to the bank she said to me, “So 
what are you going to do when you graduate?” And I said, “Well, I don’t know, 
maybe I’ll go to college or something like that, a junior college, just see what I 
want to do.” And she said, “Have you ever thought of becoming a Sister of 
Providence.” And it was like, “BONG!” I said, “No, I really haven’t.” And she 
said, “Would you ever think about it?” I said, “Well, I’ll give it some thought.” I 
loved the Sisters and I was always hanging around after school with a bunch of 
other kids and them. But, you know I would drive them different places and . . . it 
got closer to the end of my senior year and I told my parents that’s what I was 
going to do. Well, my mother was not too happy with me about it. So, my father 
figured, “We should let her go and get it out of her system.” So we went and 
talked to my mother and that’s how I got to be a Sister of Providence. And, at that 
point we were a teaching community, strictly a teaching community. We had 
some nurses but they worked in our own infirmary, tending to our own Sisters. 
But the rest of us all taught and so that’s how I was trained. I got excellent 
training and I had wonderful mentors. I started out teaching first grade and then at 
a school that I was at that time they asked if I would open a kindergarten. They 
wanted to open a kindergarten and they wanted to know if I would do it and I 
thought, I think I would. It was a challenge. So I did and I loved it. Five years I 
taught kindergarten and I’m telling you, I think they were my most creative years. 
I loved it. So, I stayed in that for about 5 years. At the same time, I was the 
principal of the primary building, which was K-4th grade. 
CMP: So you were teaching and principal at the same time? 
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Sister A: I was teaching half day. You know they wanted me to give up the 
kindergarten and just do full-time and I said, “No! [emphatically] I don’t want 
to.” So I did half-day kindergarten and half-day as the principal of the primary 
building. We had two buildings at that point and Sister J was principal of . . . the 
fifth through ninth grade, and so I did that for a while and then I because principal 
of a school in Illinois in my hometown for about seven years. And then from there 
I took a sabbatical, a year off. I went to the University of Notre Dame for a year 
and from there there was an opening in our college to start a learning resource 
center for high school drop outs in the Terre Haute area and for college freshmen 
who came in lacking some skills . . . so I did that for about 4 years and decided I 
wanted to get back into the elementary school scene. I was through with 
administration. . . . I wanted to be hands-on with the kids. So there was an 
opening here [at St. E’s] in fifth grade. (Sister A. Pagano, personal 
communication, April 10, 2012) 
 
Sister loved teaching. She was drawn to the Sisters of Providence community out 
of respect for the Sisters at her Catholic high school and their mission. They are a 
teaching community and along her nearly five-decade path in education Sister Agnes 
took on varied roles: administrator, teacher from early grades through college, and 
athletic coach. But, as she noted, her real love was being in the classroom with students. 
Sister has endurance, a sense of purpose and drive. As part of her work with the Sisters of 
Providence, she went to the schools and the communities that needed her. 
Also reflecting Sister’s commitment to teaching and lifelong learning was a 
conversation we had about her impending retirement. One morning in language arts class 
she asked me to step into the hallway with her. She said she recently told the staff she 
would not be coming back to St. Elizabeth the following year. She had to have surgery on 
her shoulder and was going to take a break from teaching. She told me that ever since the 
chemotherapy treatments for breast cancer she has not had the energy she once did. I 
congratulated her and she commented that she was experiencing mixed emotions. “Some 
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days,” she said, “I am ready and then others, I know I am going to miss it.” She said that 
once she heals, she might come back to substitute teach (Fieldnotes, April 10, 2012). 
Her feelings about teaching were echoed in a conversation that ensued when 
Sister asked students to answer the question, “Why is it important to get a good 
education?” as part of an assignment related to their experiences in a Catholic school.  
When a student remarked, “All it is is to get a good job so I can get money to support my 
family,” Sister offered an example from her life of her education and her teaching. She 
said, “I wouldn’t be teaching here if I were doing it for the money.” She added, “Money 
is not everything” and talked about helping others. The student retorted that he would 
donate money when he was rich and would help in that way. Sister reminded him of 
Mother Theresa of Calcutta and said the work she did was not rooted in her desire to be 
wealthy financially (Fieldnotes, April 3, 2012). Sister did not teach for the money; she 
did it to help others. Sister Agnes was committed to her job as an educator. She was 
trained in a sisterhood dedicated to teaching. She valued her work, viewed teaching as a 
lifelong process of learning, and all that she did seemed to stem from the belief that this 
work was her calling. Complementary to this her commitment to professional growth is 
Sister’s openness to collaboration, the next topic of analysis.  
Commitment to Collaboration 
Collaboration was another dimension that I found shaped teachers’ use of SFL; in 
fact, it ran through all dimensions of those practices that supported teachers’ uptake of 
SFL. In other words, embracing aspects of SFL-informed instruction required some level 
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of commitment to collaboration, making it a necessary but not sufficient aspect of 
change. And, on this continuum Sister was position at a +1. 
Throughout the classroom. Collaboration was an important part of Sister Agnes’ 
teaching. She regularly encouraged students to work collaboratively, which can benefit 
ELs (Cummins, 1996; Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2008; Gibbons, 2009; Lessow-Hurley, 
1999; Richard-Amato, 1996; Verplaetse, 2008), and she frequently visited small groups 
to discuss progress and answer questions. Two phases of the SFL-informed 
teaching/learning cycle, deconstruction and joint construction of text are deeply 
cooperative. Students in Sister’s class often deconstructed text together. They, for 
example, read and discussed a sample how-to article before writing their own procedures. 
They looked collaboratively at various elements of the text, and Sister asked questions 
that were fundamental to SFL practices, such as, “Did the author consider the audience? 
Who do you think the author was addressing, did [the introduction] engage the readers?” 
(Fieldnotes, December 6, 2011). They also read poems from their literature anthology 
and a Scholastic resource book before writing their own verse and deconstructed sample 
limericks from a packet of poetry resources I shared with Sister. This process of 
unpacking texts together and her willingness to work regularly with me reflect Sister’s 
commitment to collaboration and was integral in scaffolding students’ knowledge of what 
to include in their own writing.  
There were limits to her degree of collaboration in the classroom.  Though the 
joint construction phase of the SFL-informed TLC has a great deal of potential to help 
students develop knowledge of a genre and expectations about what to write in a given 
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genre and is a highly collaborative process, I only once observed Sister and her students 
co-construct text. This occurred during their poetry unit when writing limericks. In her 
notes from a monthly PD meeting, MEB mentioned, “I stressed [the TLC] quite a bit, 
especially the joint construction of text. . . . I’m not sure that Sister Agnes got it.  I was 
probing her about how she is going about it with the kids on writing the play. There 
didn’t seem to be any evidence that she intended to do joint construction of text” (MEB, 
personal communication). Sister Agnes struggled with joint construction of text. She did, 
however, require students to write in small groups. Parables, limericks, fictional 
narratives, and various smaller assignments, like those in response to stories from their 
literature anthology were all completed in small groups, making certain aspects of the 
writing process collaborative.  
Also of note is the sense of community Sister built in her classroom through 
collaborative activities, such as students sharing their work aloud with peers. She 
expected and encouraged all students to read their writing aloud, a manifestation of 
collaboration which built students’ oral language skills and allowed them to get feedback 
on their writing. The process also enabled Sister to assess student knowledge of the genre 
being studied and the progress of their writing. Students grew comfortable sharing their 
writing, perhaps because of Sister’s high expectations and encouragement. When, for 
example, Sulia led them through a gift-wrapping procedure and used the word trapezoid, 
Sister joked along with students while simultaneously taking note of their use of precise 
language and vocabulary.  
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In Sister’s class students worked collaboratively, which they seemed to enjoy, 
often asking to work in small groups rather than individually. Though it would have been 
beneficial if Sister had led students through collaborative writing activities, like joint 
construction of text, the collaborative activities she did require of students provided 
additional opportunity for them to interact with one another and develop both their oral 
and writing skills.  
With colleagues. Though it was difficult for teachers to plan together since there 
was only one teacher per grade level at St. E’s, Sister embraced opportunities to 
collaborate with colleagues. She was a mentor to Chloe who was in her first year teaching 
middle grades. They often discussed student behavior and teaching strategies while 
sitting together at lunch. In a display of her typical kindness, one afternoon Chloe 
mentioned she was having trouble with the estimation chapter of the sixth grade math 
book: “Sometimes the book said one thing and sometimes another: it would tell the 
students to estimate to the 10,000s for example but then it would estimate to the 100s in 
the answer.” With a calm voice Sister Agnes turned to her and said, “You will learn. You 
have to take what you can from it. Leave the rest” (Fieldnotes, September 21, 2011).  
Sister also excitedly engaged in activities with her “buddy” teacher in the early 
grades, for instance, switching places for an afternoon and reading aloud to younger 
students. In addition, she worked closely with office staff to organize fundraisers and 
service projects and she assumed Kerry’s principal duties when she was off-site. Sister 
collaborated with colleagues. 
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Beyond the school. Sister collaborated with my colleagues and me throughout the 
school year, showing a commitment to collaboration beyond the school. Though 
textbooks largely drove her instruction, Sister was open to incorporating new ideas into 
her instruction and to collaborating with me. Though I observed her class weekly and we 
talked frequently during these sessions, her lesson plans were often pre-determined by the 
Voyages grammar and writing textbook or her literature anthology. At various points 
during the school year, however, Sister asked me for assistance in planning. I accessed 
E.B. White’s essay, Once More to the Lake, for her to use as a mentor text when teaching 
personal narratives. Also, she often asked me what I thought about certain elements of 
their writing lessons, like students’ responses to White’s orientation. I shared a number of 
graphic organizers with her to help students structure their plays and develop their 
characters, including ones aimed at fictional narratives when she and her students wrote 
in response to their reading of Our Town, a writing unit I helped her plan. In addition, I 
brought poetry resources to her classroom that I had used with my middle school age 
students and after reading her students’ peace books, I shared a bilingual book of peace 
with her that my students created years ago.  
During our conversations, I reinforced the importance of the various stages of the 
TLC, offering to bring mentor texts useful for deconstruction and stressed the benefits of 
joint construction of text. In early September, for example, I created a PowerPoint 
presentation to reinforce the various stages that MEB had introduced at the Summer 
Institute. I shared this document with Sister during one of our meetings. Though she did 
not use all of these resources, we discussed each one and she integrated those that she 
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considered most relevant to her teaching, showing her commitment to collaboration 
beyond the school. 
Additionally, though quiet in whole group sessions at the Summer Institute, Sister 
shared thoughtful answers in one-on-one conversations with me and took notes 
throughout MEB’s presentation in August. Sister also seemed to value her time spent in 
monthly meetings with MEB. One day she thanked me and said that even though she was 
teasing about having to go to class on Friday afternoons (when MEB met with teachers) 
she said, “[she] had really been enjoying the sessions with MEB.” She added that she had 
been learning a lot and that she appreciated having me in class “to bounce ideas off of” 
(Fieldnotes, December 13, 2011). Sister also participated in monthly meetings with MEB, 
sharing stories about her teaching of genres, like personal narrative, as evidenced in the 
following quote from the October PD with MEB. She spoke about how she introduced 
students to the genre and focused on teaching language, like using exciting adjectives to 
entice the audience:  
Right now with the eighth graders and the seventh graders too we’re starting to do 
personal narratives. We just went through what a personal narrative is and how to 
pick the topic. And again, your audience. Who are you relating this to? And the 
whole structure. And what I find with them sometimes, it’s hard for them to pick 
a topic that would be interesting and not to get up there and read, “Blah blah,” to 
really use their adjectives and their adverbs to make it exciting. So it’s hard to get 
some of them to do that. They tend to use the same adjectives over and over again 
and I try to get them to expand and find different ones. When they read or even 
when they pick their title, that’s the first thing a person sees is your title. You 
have to make it exciting and have them say, “Oh! I think I want to find out about 
this.” (PD Meeting, October 7, 2011)  
 
In her comment about her study of personal narratives Sister attended to various key 
aspects of SFL-informed instruction: emphasizing audience through the use of 
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captivating language and a title; introducing a genre and its purpose; text structure; and 
focusing on language. Sister eagerly discussed her teaching of writing with MEB at 
monthly meetings and with me during our weekly conversations, further indicating her 
commitment to collaboration beyond the school. 
 Sister Agnes appeared to be invested in collaboration on a few levels.  She 
regularly encouraged her students to work together in class, collaborated with colleagues 
when the opportunity arose, and worked collaboratively with MEB and me during PD 
efforts. 
Conclusion 
Teaching was Sister Agnes’ vocation. She cultivated caring relationships with 
students and was fully committed to teaching writing in both her language arts and 
religion classes. She embraced certain aspects of the teaching/learning cycle and SFL-
informed instruction more generally. As part of her various genres of study, including 
personal narratives, procedures, fictional narratives, business letters, and poetry, Sister 
led students through deconstruction of text and provided opportunities for them to 
interact and share their writing with both her and their classmates, practices which benefit 
ELs. She seemed to view writing as a highly collaborative process. This collaboration 
helped create a supportive classroom environment with a low affective filter (Krashen, 
1981) in which students seemed comfortable sharing their writing and critiquing their 
peers’ work. Very knowledgeable about grammar, Sister also spent a lot of time teaching 
language. Though not taught in context, which is a fundamental part of SFL-informed 
instruction, her emphasis on teaching grammar may have enriched students’ (both ELs’ 
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and native speakers’) writing and their development of skills in the English language. 
Sister Agnes creatively infused a number of key elements of SFL-informed instruction, 
including deconstruction of text, collaborative writing activities, attention to audience, 
and emphasis on language into a more traditional style of teaching from the textbook. 
Sister not only encouraged collaboration amongst students, but also seemed to be 
invested in collaborating with colleagues and with our university team. While she 
continued to teach from her textbooks, over the course of the school year, she 
incorporated more SFL-themed resources into her teaching and expanded the types of 
writing that students did. She blended elements of SFL-informed instruction into her 
more traditional form of teaching. is a picture of the way the five continua on the 
Framework for Unpacking Teachers’ Uptake of SFL-informed Instruction came into play 
in Sister’s practice.  





Sister Agnes in the 2012-2013 school year 
 
After over 40 years in the teaching profession, Sister Agnes retired at the close of 
the 2011-2012 school year. As teaching was her vocation, her decision to retire was 
difficult. When discussing her teaching career at our interview, for example, the 
following conversation ensued: 
CMP: So you said you’ve been teaching 46 years? 
Sister A: [Confirms.] 46. 
CMP: And, how many here at St. E’s? 
Sister A: Twenty. I am in my twentieth year.  
CMP: Great! Good for you. 
Sister A: Yes, a long time. 
CMP: Yes, it is. So you have probably seen a lot. 
Sister A: I am going to be 70 years old. It’s time. And, I know I am going to miss 


































CMP: Yes, you’ve been doing it a long time. 
Sister A: I think if I didn’t have the cancer two years ago I probably would have 
stayed on longer but I don’t have the energy. 
CMP: The energy. You’ve been through a lot. 
Sister A: I am tired of being through it. Now it’s time to get better. . . . I am still 
on a cancer medicine. (Sister A. Pagano, personal communication, April 10, 
2012) 
 
Sister Agnes was committed to her work as a teacher, bringing enthusiasm to her students 
and colleagues. Due to health concerns, though she would no longer be a full-time 





  CHAPTER EIGHT: DISCUSSION 
In this study I examined three middle grade teachers’ experiences with a new 
approach to teaching writing informed by systemic functional linguistics (SFL). In hopes 
of adding to the literature on enhancing the teaching of writing to middle school age 
students, particularly ELs, through a professional development initiative rooted in SFL 
theory and offering insights into change endeavors more broadly, I aimed to answer the 
following research questions:  
• How do three middle grade (6th-8th) teachers at St. Elizabeth School enact a new 
approach to teaching writing?  
• Specifically, what happens when teachers in the middle grades at St. Elizabeth 
School are strongly encouraged to introduce SFL-informed genre based writing 
instruction into their teaching?  
• To what degree are SFL-related ideas embraced by St. Elizabeth faculty? What, if 
anything, is taught that reflects this new knowledge? How is it taught?  
• What factors influence teachers’ responses to professional development aimed at 
helping them incorporate SFL-informed genre based instruction into their 
teaching?  
• Do teachers’ enactments of SFL-informed instruction shift over time? If so, how 
and why?  
I addressed these queries in three case studies that detail each of the three teacher’s 
individual experiences with SFL-informed professional development efforts. In this 
chapter, after discussing important findings from this research, I offer some implications 
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for teacher educators, particularly those preparing teachers to work with English learners, 
outline some limitations of my research, and present recommendations for future 
research.  
Findings 
Delving deeply into Chloe, Sean, and Sister Agnes’ experiences with SFL-
informed instruction offers insight into a number of key areas linked to working with 
ELs. Findings in this study suggest the following: first, the five continua used to describe 
the shape of teachers’ experiences with an SFL-informed approach to writing—which 
include, cultivation of caring relationships with students, recognition of the needs of ELs, 
view of writing, commitment to professional growth, and commitment to collaboration—
can help explain the degree to which a teacher embraces SFL-infused practices. Second, 
the research findings point to the importance of attending to the affective dimensions of 
teaching, not solely the academic realm, when implementing an SFL-informed approach 
to writing instruction. And finally, the idea of multifinality, or multiple outcomes 
resulting from a similar initiative, and how this analytic lens can help researchers 
understand the varied outcomes generated for teachers who experience the same 
professional development opportunities surfaced in my study. Chloe implemented SFL to 
a high degree, while Sister only did so somewhat, and Sean largely resisted bringing 
SFL-informed instruction into his teaching. Below I address findings pertaining to 
teachers’ enactment of SFL-informed instruction in the aforementioned three key areas. 
Framework for Unpacking Teachers’ Uptake of SFL-informed Instruction 
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The five dimensions I used as a framework for analysis derived from an iterative 
process of coding data and reviewing literature in the fields of teaching writing and 
working with English learners, educational change, and professional development. 
Building upon and interrelating the various dimensions that comprise these five continua 
offer a rich means to conceptualize the phenomena studied in this dissertation, that being 
the degree to which teachers embraced a new approach to teaching writing. Drawing on 
these five overarching constructs reveals that teachers are more likely to take up an SFL-
informed approach to writing when they had positive values in each of the dimensions: 
cultivation of caring relationships with students, recognition of the needs of ELs, view of 
writing, commitment to professional growth, and commitment to collaboration. All three 
teachers’ practices positioned them at various points on these continua and helped explain 
the varied developments outlined in each of the case studies. (See Table 8.1.) Below, I 




Overview of Teachers’ Uptake of SFL-













Dimension Rating Rating Rating 
Continuum 1: Cultivation of caring 
relationships with students 
Overall: 2 Overall:  
-1.67 
Overall: 1 
Scholar academic vs. learner centered 2 -2 1 
Personalized vs. distance 2 -1 1 
Hierarchical vs. egalitarian 2 -2 1 
Continuum 2: Recognition of the needs of ELs Overall: 
1.875 
Overall: -2 Overall: 0.5 
Pedagogical 2 -2 0 
Academic Content 1.5 -2 2 
Constructionist 2 -2 0 
Affective 2 -2 2 
Continuum 3: View of writing Overall: 2 Overall: -2 Overall: 2 
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Writing across the curriculum 2 -2 2 
Integrated vs. Add-on 2 -2 2 
Continuum 4: Commitment to professional 
growth  
Overall: 2 Overall: -1.5 Overall: 0.5 
Involvement in PD 2 -1 1 
Implementation of new pedagogical 
techniques/resources 
2 -2 0 
Reliance on textbooks vs. evolving curriculum 2 -2 0 
Teaching as lifelong learning 2 -1 1 
Continuum 5: Commitment to collaboration Overall: 2 Overall:  
-1.67 
Overall: 1 
Throughout the classroom 2 -2 1 
With colleagues 2 -2 1 
Beyond the school 2 -1 1 
 
 
Cultivation of caring relationships with students. Findings from this study 
align with research suggesting that personalized relationships, or those based on building 
strong, caring connections between teachers and students, can impact student 
achievement (Antrop-Gonzalez and De Jesus, 2006; De Jesus and Antrop-Gonzalez, 
2006; Igoa, 1995; McQuillan, 1997; Noddings, 1992; Sizer, 1985, 1999; Stanton-Salazar, 
2001; Valenzuela, 1999; Wolf, 2000). Such relationships, where teachers readily display 
care and affection for students, in addition to engagement in learner centered practices, 
appeared to enhance teachers’ integration of SFL into his/her teaching. Noddings (1992) 
contends, “[T]he first job of schools is to care for our children. We should educate all our 
children not only for competence but also for caring. Our aim should be to encourage the 
growth of competent, caring, loving, and loveable people” (p. xiv). Furthermore, she 
contends that “caring is the bedrock of all successful education”  (p. 27). Caring, then, is 
at the heart of education (Noddings, 1992). Additionally, McQuillan (1997) writes about 
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the importance of building strong connections through personalized relationships with 
students. He defines personalization in the following manner: 
[T]o create a context in within which students are treated with respect for their 
individuality while acknowledging the inevitably collective nature of education as 
well. As general guidelines toward this end, schools need to create structures and 
promote teaching strategies that allow students to know one another better, that 
allow teachers and students to know one another better, and that accord students a 
voice in school matters. (p. 5)  
For the title of this continuum, “Cultivation of caring relationships with students” 
I borrowed language from Grant (2012), who writes of moving the work of schools 
towards “cultivating flourishing lives.” He notes, “the dictionary definition of cultivate is 
to nurture, give time and attention for self-improvement or for the benefit of others. To 
cultivate is the work that teachers and professors do for and with their students” (Grant, 
2012, p. 912). Both Chloe and Sister cultivated caring relationships by nurturing their 
students.  
Similarly, Igoa (1995) contends, “[C]lassrooms need to change so that teachers 
can become more than dispensers of information. We need to humanize our classrooms to 
best teach our students and facilitate the development of literacy” (p. 9). In my study, 
when teachers, like Chloe and Sister, who both had scores in the positive range with +2 
and +1 respectively, acted as more than “dispensers of information,” they showed 
students that they cared for them, which seemed to enhance students’ participation in 
class writing activities. Sister often joked with students, shared stories about previous 
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teaching experiences, and exhibited enthusiasm for writing and learning language, which 
helped set a caring tone and fueled students’ participation in activities. During their 
poetry unit, for instance, Sister told students that Robert Frost was one of her favorite 
poets and a student responded in kind mentioning his favorite poet and how he was 
excited about writing limericks. Showing interest in getting to know them, Chloe 
encouraged students to share about their lives during their personal recount unit and 
energized them about writing by using their ideas as a springboard for class discussions. 
Sean, who scored a -1, did relate to his students through his discussions about local sports 
teams but did not emphasize the importance of getting to know his students as revealed in 
informal conversation and an interview. He seemed content with the role of “scholar,” 
passing knowledge down to his students, a disposition which did not favor the use of 
SFL, nor would it favor any innovation.  
Chloe’s classroom, in particular, was learner-centered in that “the interests, needs, 
and desires of learners dictate the nature of the school program, the content of the 
curriculum, and (to as large a degree as possible) the governance of the classroom” 
(Schiro, 2008, p. 93). Students and their ideas helped direct writing lessons. Rather than 
writing about a topic of her choosing, for example, Chloe used topics from students’ lives 
to model how best to write a personal recount, a practice that seemed to benefit both ELs 
and native speakers of English. 
Additionally, empowering students to make decisions in the classroom (see Igoa, 
1995; McQuillan, 2005), rather than the teacher wielding all of the control, proved 
beneficial and helped teachers build relationships with students. Sister, for example, 
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allowed students to make instructional decisions, like choosing which poems they wanted 
to read and responding to their requests to do small group work, while Chloe regularly 
asked students to share ideas during joint construction of text and built off students’ ideas 
rather than telling them what to do by asking for their input in ways such as, “Thumbs up 
if you think that is a good thing to add.” McQuillan (2005) contends, “[H]aving students 
exercise a voice in school matters may enhance academic performance, enrich students’ 
understanding of democratic citizenship, and make schools more responsive institutions” 
(p. 664). Empowering students to make instructional decisions, as Chloe and Sister did, 
seems to have added to their cultivation of caring relationships with both ELs and native 
English speakers and may have benefitted their writing. Building on students’ ideas 
signaled respect for them and their thinking and appeared to further engage students in 
the process of writing.  
Recognition of the needs of ELs. Teachers who recognized the needs of English 
learners were also more apt to take on an SFL-informed approach to teaching writing. As 
part of the pedagogical realm of meeting students’ needs, which concerns how material 
was taught, findings from my study aligned with existing research. As the research 
reveals, teachers’ application of the SFL-informed teaching/learning cycle proved 
essential to enhancing students’ literacy skills (see Brisk, Drysdale, & O’Connor, 2011; 
Gibbons, 2009; Pavlak, 2013; Rothery, 1996), as did encouraging oral language 
development through multiple opportunities to share aloud ideas also a part of the TLC 
(see Brisk, 2012; Gibbons, 2003, 2009). Chloe used the TLC regularly in her class, 
 	  
374 
scoring a +2 in this area, while Sister only did so occasionally (a 0) and Sean never used 
any phases of the TLC in his teaching (a -2).  
As part of her use of the TLC Chloe led students through a number of joint 
construction sessions in class to help them build their knowledge of what is included in 
various parts of a personal recount, like the orientation, body, and conclusion. She drew 
on student ideas—Felix getting locked in a bathroom on a plane, Ever’s fear of pitching 
in his first baseball game of the season, and Vilma’s experience with a horse at her 
uncle’s farm—to engage them in the writing process. When I asked Chloe why she chose 
to use their topics as the basis for her joint construction lessons she said it offered a 
“concrete example of exactly what I wanted them to do,” adding, “with so many—I had 
20 English language learners in the class—that I felt like if it was their own idea they 
would be able to explain it to someone else.” Chloe, who had teaching certification to 
work with ELs, was in tune with their academic needs and designed her instruction to 
best meet those needs. 
Additionally, while co-constructing text, Chloe asked guiding questions, such as 
“Did this happen in the past or the present?” to help students understand verb tense and 
conjugate irregular verbs. In response, students became highly involved in writing, built 
their oral language skills, and readily offered suggestions to their peers as a way to make 
their ideas clearer to their audience. Though Sister did not regularly use all phases of the 
TLC, she required students to read their writing aloud for each assignment, aiding oral 
language development.  
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 This study also confirmed previous findings indicating that ELs benefit from an 
emphasis on the explicit teaching of language, including an emphasis on noun groups and 
verb tense, an important tenet of SFL-informed instruction, (Brisk & Zisselsberger, 2011; 
Schleppegrell & Go, 2007). Both Chloe and Sister made teaching grammar and integral 
part of their lessons. Chloe (1.5), for instance, paid special attention to common language 
features of recounts, such as noun groups and verb tense, and Sister Agnes (+2) 
consistently introduced topics like noun types and vocabulary from her Voyages 
textbook. Sister recognized the need to teach students academic vocabulary saying in an 
interview, “I notice that there is some vocabulary that you think that they [ELs] should 
know the meaning of that they haven’t been exposed to. That’s why I use that vocabulary 
book too because that brings in some good vocabulary that they need to know.” I never, 
however, observed Sean teach any aspect of language to his students, which positioned 
him at -2. In an interview, he commented that he did not have training in how to work 
with ELs as part of PD or in his master’s program but would like to learn more: “I 
definitely would like to learn about how to teach second language learners.” The lack of 
training in how best to teach ELs may help explain why he did not recognize the needs of 
the English learners in his class.  
Results also support existing research (see Gibbons, 2003; Lucas & Villegas, 
2011) that highlights the value of scaffolding students’ knowledge of genre demands. 
Chloe (+2) regularly scaffolded student learning through the use of graphic organizers 
and verbal guidance during joint construction when asking guiding questions like, 
“Where do you think that [a sentence offered by a student] would best fit?” or “Is that an 
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important part of the story to tell?” Sister (0) did so inconsistently, occasionally engaging 
students in activities from their textbooks, as when she asked them to write introductions 
to sample how-to articles. And Sean (-2) almost never did any scaffolding other than the 
time he drew a sample outline on the board to help students write explanations about 
Constitutional amendments.  
Examining the affective dimension of working with EL students reveals that 
creating a comfortable, supportive classroom environment can enhance student writing 
(Igoa, 1995; Lucas, Villegas, & Freedson-Gonzalez, 2008; Walqui, 2008). Building a 
community of writers, as Chloe did, particularly during her joint construction lessons, 
seemed to lower the affective filter (Krashen, 1981) and allow students to take risks in 
their learning, as students willingly critiqued their peers, offering assessments of one 
another’s writing. Consider when a student, wanting to convey the nuances of Felix’s 
situation said, “I have a suggestion for Felix. Since he was asking for help, I would use, ‘I 
pleaded.’” Sister scored similarly high (+2) on this dimension. She encouraged students 
with comments such as, “You can do it!” In these types of environments, as portrayed in 
excerpts from Chloe and Sister’s classes, students seemed to trust one another and shared 
suggestions for enhancing their writing, offering recommendations to classmates like, 
“You said occupied too much” and spontaneously applauding loudly when impressed 
with classmates’ writing. Chloe and Sister recognized the needs of their ELs. 
Related to Krashen’s (1981) notion of the affective filter is Lucas, Villegas, and 
Freedson-Gonzalez’s (2008) emphasis on classroom environment as part of what they 
term “linguistically responsive teacher education”: “A safe, welcoming classroom 
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environment with minimal anxiety about performing in a second language is essential for 
ELLs to learn” (p. 364). Igoa (1995) also attends to the affective dimensions of teaching 
through creating “supportive and cooperative environments” (p. 8) that allow students to 
“feel fully alive in school” (p. 8). Chloe and Sister both appeared committed to creating 
such an environment that allowed students to thrive as members of a community (see 
Walqui, 2008) and as writers, a trend perhaps most evident in Chloe’s personal recount 
lessons when students cheered and engaged in productive conversations about word 
choice. On one occasion, for instance, when I recommended they describe how the horse 
Vilma was riding looked after it was injured, students passionately offered suggestions 
prompting Chloe to remark, “See how excited you got when coming up with a new word 
for blood?” Chloe created a “climate of trust” (see Kriete, 2002) in which students 
appeared to feel safe sharing their ideas and experimenting with their new language.  
View of writing. A third element that proved instrumental in shaping teacher 
responses to SFL-informed PD derived from their view of writing. Those who viewed 
teaching writing as their responsibility, like Chloe and Sister (both of whom were 
positioned at a +2 for both sub-dimensions on this continuum), were more likely to 
embrace this initiative; as were those who valued writing across the content areas (also 
Chloe and Sister), which has been documented as key to boosting writing performance of 
students (Graham & Perin, 2007, 2007a; Newell, et al., 2007; The National Commission 
on Writing, 2003; NCTE, 2006). In fact, The National Commission on Writing (2003) 
contends: “Writing should be considered every teacher’s responsibility” (p. 32). It is hard 
to imagine how teachers, like Sean (-2), who maintained that writing was not his 
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responsibility, could possibly embrace SFL-informed instruction simply because this 
strategy, by definition, was irrelevant to how he conceptualized his content area. 
Additionally, a reform like the one highlighted in this study is more likely to stick if the 
teacher sees writing as central to, and integrates it into, his/her curriculum rather than 
approaching this skill as something tangential to their teaching practice, something 
simply added on to existing curricula not integrated throughout. As findings suggest, both 
Chloe and Sister creatively wove pieces of what was learned in SFL-informed PD into 
their existing teaching practices and curriculum. Chloe, for instance, taught writing in 
both her science and language arts classes, while Sister did so in religion and language 
arts. In both teachers’ classrooms, writing was integrated into teaching in such a way that 
it was a part of the curriculum in multiple content areas. Students wrote often and for 
multiple purposes, both of which are aims of our PD efforts.  
Commitment to professional growth. Effective PD efforts involve ongoing 
learning (Abdal-Haqq, 1996; Fullan, 1995; Guskey, 1994). By offering weekly PD 
meetings with individuals and monthly meetings with all teachers in grades 4-8, rather 
than a one-time PD institute, our university team offered ongoing PD to St. E’s faculty. 
Study findings showed that teachers who took advantage of these meetings by being 
active participants were more likely to try new pedagogical techniques and embrace the 
use of curricular resources. Chloe, for example, who came to meetings with sections of 
her Teachers’ Manual highlighted with questions about how best to apply SFL concepts 
to her lessons, was positioned at +2 on all four sub-dimensions, while Sister received a 
+1 for involvement in PD meetings and a 0 rating for implementation of new pedagogical 
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techniques and resources as she did use some resources and teaching techniques we 
shared with her. At weekly meetings, Chloe asked about SFL-related topics, such as how 
best to help students write an effective orientation, and other literacy related activities, 
like the implementation of book clubs and what books to use as read alouds. Sister also 
elicited help with certain resources, such as locating a mentor text for her personal 
narrative unit and planning a poetry-writing unit. Sean was at the -1 level, reflecting 
minimal participation in PD meetings and a -2 for implementation of new techniques and 
resources as he rarely integrated any materials from PD sessions into his teaching. A 
number of the graphic organizers and lesson ideas for historical recounts and historical 
accounts I shared with Sean in person and over email went unused.  
Also influential in teachers’ responses to SFL-informed instruction was their use 
of curricular resources. Chloe and Sister Agnes used multiple texts, including picture 
books, poems, and recipes, to help students become better writers; Sean taught 
exclusively from his textbook. Chloe (+2), and, to a lesser degree, Sister (0), appeared to 
view curriculum as evolving, as something that requires ongoing scholarship; in contrast, 
Sean (-2) derived all of his course materials from a textbook, believing that this single 
source contained all the knowledge that needed to be taught. Outside resources were 
unnecessary. These developments suggest that teachers who embrace a traditional, 
transmission-oriented or “banking” (Freire, 1970) view of teaching and rely heavily on 
their textbooks are unlikely to take up an approach like SFL-informed instruction. 
In this regard, the three participants’ statements about ongoing education and 
learning are revealing. While Chloe’s (+2) commitment to professional growth enhanced 
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her integration of SFL-informed instruction into her teaching, Sean’s (-1) commitment to 
getting his master’s degree seemed part of a finite process. As Sean repeatedly mentioned 
to me, he was eager to complete his master’s program and take a break from schooling, as 
it was time-consuming. Chloe, who showed a strong commitment to professional growth, 
spoke about “being a student forever” and Sister (+1) seemed to view teaching as a 
lifelong process of learning. Even after having taught for over forty-five years, she 
readily noted how “[y]ou try to keep yourself educated and keep up with [the] trends,” an 
attitude which enhanced her uptake of SFL. Those who view teaching as an ongoing 
learning process were more likely to embrace our PD efforts and SFL-informed 
instruction. 
Commitment to collaboration. Collaboration, as manifest on three levels—in 
the classroom, with colleagues, and beyond the school—also may have helped shape 
teachers’ uptake of SFL-informed instruction. As data revealed, a teacher like Chloe, who 
integrated SFL into her instruction to a high degree was greatly invested in collaboration; 
she scored at +2 on all sub-dimensions of this continuum. She not only encouraged 
collaboration and interaction amongst her students in the form of small group and whole 
class writing activities, which benefits ELs (Verplaetse, 2008; Walqui, 2008), but she 
worked alongside students and collaborated with them. Additionally, she collaborated 
with colleagues at St. E’s, a key aspect of any effective change process (Fullan, 2007). 
She and Sister Agnes both embraced the opportunity to undertake shared projects like 
writing for buddy classes in younger grades and built collaborative relationships with my 
colleagues and me throughout the school year. While Sister and I spoke informally each 
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week about students’ writing and her teaching of writing, Chloe set aside an hour of her 
planning time weekly for focused conversations about SFL and her teaching. Unlike 
Chloe, Sean largely resisted collaborative work on all levels and Sister, who was 
positioned at +1 for all sub-dimensions, took up aspects of the SFL initiative.  In this 
study, collaboration was key to a teacher’s implementation of SFL-informed instruction.  
The Affective Dimensions of Teaching and Learning 
Another finding of the present study relates to the affective dimensions of 
teaching and learning, which appear to influence teachers’ use of SFL-informed 
instruction. While much SFL-informed research addresses the more technical aspects of 
this pedagogical strategy, (see Brisk, 2011; Brisk, 2012; Brisk, Hodgson-Drysdale, & 
O’Connor, 2011; Brisk & Zisselsberger, 2010; Gebhard et al., 2007; Gebhard & Harman, 
2011; Pavlak, 2013; Schleppegrell & Go, 2007), this study points to the centrality of the 
affective dimensions of teaching and learning.  
The affective domain attends to elements of support, care, and safety (Caine & 
Caine, 1995; Krashen, 1981; Martin & Briggs, 1986). By attending to the affective 
domain, teachers, like Chloe and Sister, were more effective in engaging students in 
lessons. Attention to the affective enhanced their ability to effectively enact SFL. Chloe’s 
students, for instance, cheered “Yay!” when she said they would be working on their 
personal recounts and spiritedly requested she read aloud another chapter from a mentor 
text. Attending to affective elements of teaching, Chloe mentioned her love for her 
students in an interview done after she had left St. E’s to work at a charter school: “The 
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thing I enjoyed most about working there [St. E’s] was the students . . . I loved the 
students.” Chloe showed support and care for students. 
Additionally, Sister helped create a comfortable learning environment. She spoke 
passionately of her path to teaching and led with a sense of humor that seemed to 
encourage students to be jovial, like the time during procedure writing when Sister noted 
the importance of writing steps in chronological order. When she inquired what would 
happen if you went out of order Kieran said, “You won’t get cupcakes!” Also when 
teaching procedures Sister showed attention to the affective needs of her often-timid 
student, Belen, by telling her classmates they would decorate their classroom with the 
spirals she taught the class to make. She showed similar concern for students when she 
encouraged Ben, who was hesitant to read aloud his work in English by saying, “I know 
that for some of you it is hard to get up here and speak in front of the group. . . . You 
should be able to feel comfortable, to be yourself. That narrative is part of you.” Sister 
encouraged joy in class and paid attention to student needs. 
Sean, however, had a low affect with students. Though students pressed him to 
break the monotony of his instructional pattern, he did so infrequently. One time, when 
implementing a jigsaw activity about which students did not seem enthused, he 
sarcastically said: “You guys always ask about doing something different in this class, 
here you go. . . . Ha. Ha.” There were few opportunities to take risks in Sean’s class and 
students hesitated to take advantage of them. They generally only read their answers to 
homework questions aloud at the beginning of class and occasionally offered to read 
aloud a section of the textbook. 
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Creating a safe, supportive environment can benefit students (Caine & Caine, 
1995; Krashen, 1981; Kriete, 2000), both those learning English as a new language and 
those whose home language is English. Related to notions of affective education is work 
of “The Responsive classroom” (see Kriete, 2000), an approach aimed at creating 
supportive environments and is founded on the following principle: 
The social curriculum is as important as the academic one. How children learn is 
as important as what children learn. The greatest cognitive growth occurs through 
social interaction. . . . We must know our children individually, culturally, and 
developmentally. (Kriete, 2002, p. 4)  
 
Similarly, Caine and Caine’s (1995) work attends to affective elements. They offer a 
holistic, sociocultural model of a brain-based approach to learning, highlighting the 
importance of creating a “safe, nurturing, challenging context” (p.43) for optimal student 
learning.  
Furthermore, both Caine and Caine’s (1995) work and that of “The Responsive 
classroom” (Kriete, 2002) can be linked to Krashen’s (1981) emphasis on language 
learners. Attending to the affective needs of students can benefit ELs. As Krashen 
observed, “According to the Affective Filter hypothesis, acquirers in a less than optimal 
affective state will have a filter, or mental block preventing them from fully utilizing 
input for language acquisition” (Krashen, 1981, p. 56). Additionally, Krashen (1981) 
highlights the importance of three affective elements in second language acquisition: 
anxiety, motivation, and self-confidence: 
Low anxiety relates to success in second language acquisition. . . . higher 
motivation predicts more acquisition. . . . the acquirer with more self-confidence 
and self-esteem tends to do better in second language acquisition. (p. 56) 
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As such, ELs in low stress environments are more apt to experiment with a new 
language. In classroom communities like those Sister and Chloe built, students seemed 
motivated and comfortable sharing ideas and critiquing peers’ writing. Also, through the 
routine practice of reading aloud and discussing ideas in groups had the chance to build 
confidence in their new language.  
As previously noted, students in Chloe’s class cheered during literacy activities, 
excited to work on their personal recounts and offered helpful suggestions to classmates 
during joint construction lessons. In Sister’s class students also seemed to benefit from a 
low affective filter. They built a supportive context by working together on numerous 
service projects and sharing aloud their writing with peers. They often cheered after 
hearing one another’s work and made encouraging comments like, “It was very well 
written.” Creating a safe, supportive environment appeared to be an important element of 
teachers’ use of SFL-informed instruction. A number of studies relating to the use of 
SFL-informed instruction attend to the more technical aspects of teaching language to 
ELs, yet findings from this study point to the importance of affective elements of 
teaching and learning. When teachers, like Chloe and Sister, lowered the affective filter, 
students seemed more likely to participate in writing activities, including deconstruction 
and joint construction of text and offering oral feedback on peers’ writing, all of which 
can further boost their literacy skills. 
Multifinality 
Another major finding of this study relates to the fact that the three participants 
had markedly different experiences with SFL-informed instruction. This phenomenon of 
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multiple outcomes resulting from a similar initiative is known as multifinality. 
Multifinality can be defined as “many different outcomes from the same value of an 
independent variable, depending on context” (Bennett & Elman, 2006, p. 457). As 
highlighted in the previous three chapters, all three teachers in this study experienced 
SFL-informed professional development differently.  
Chloe, young, energetic, and committed to teaching all of her learners, eagerly 
embraced SFL-informed instruction. She met regularly with my colleague and with me; 
she brought questions to our meetings and highlighted sections of the SFL Teachers’ 
Manual. She elicited our help with teaching writing as well as teaching more generally. 
Her lessons were infused with SFL-related practices and emphasized literacy learning 
across the content areas.  
Sean, however, resisted teaching with SFL. He did not see himself as a writing 
teacher. He was busy and he did not have time or interest in teaching writing. Instead, he 
read aloud from the textbook in class, asked students to complete questions from the text 
for homework, and administered end of chapter exams. Though Sean’s students did some 
writing in his history class, after months of PD related to SFL instruction, almost all 
writing focused on comprehension questions from the textbook.  
Sean had support from MEB, Kerry, and me and he had colleagues who were 
going through the process of learning SFL with him. Though it has been documented that 
teachers resist instructional programs and innovations because, in their professional 
judgment, the programs do not serve their students well (See Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006; 
Stillman, 2011), this did not seem to be true for Sean. He did not have the energy or 
 	  
386 
interest in teaching writing. Sean preferred to teach the way he had grown accustomed: 
using the same worksheets, assigning the same textbook chapters, and administering the 
same tests. This was familiar. He did not seem to think his instructional practices needed 
to change, so he resisted using most SFL-themed instructional techniques and resources. 
Sister Agnes, who had taught for nearly fifty years, was committed to teaching 
writing and language. From the beginning of the school year, she required students to 
write in various genres and media in both language arts and religion class, producing 
work such as comic strips, parables, procedures, poetry, and narratives. Though initially 
many lessons came straight from her grammar textbook, as the year progressed she 
implemented more SFL-infused assignments. She creatively blended elements of her 
more traditional textbook-driven curriculum including emphasis on studying grammar 
and vocabulary with activities like play-writing and student-led demonstrations during 
procedure writing. Students regularly shared their writing with classmates and offered 
feedback to peers. 
  All three teachers—Chloe, Sean, and Sister Agnes—had different experiences 
with SFL-informed instruction; accordingly, I situated their teaching and beliefs on 
various parts of the five continua. This points to the importance of addressing the needs 
of individual participants in the PD process. Each teacher began in a different place, with 
different perspectives on, and experience with, teaching writing and teaching language. 
Acknowledging these differences was an important part of the PD efforts of our 
university team. To help best meet the teachers’ needs we tailored our resources and 
ideas to their specific situations. 
 	  
387 
 All three teachers approached the SFL-informed literacy initiative from very 
different places. Chloe was young, energetic, had a passion for teaching, loved learning, 
and was in the early part of her career as an educator. She was committed to trying new 
things and embraced creative teaching practices that did not derive from a set curriculum, 
like that of a textbook. Sister had been a teacher and administrator for nearly fifty years. 
As such, she developed confidence in her teaching practices, which included an emphasis 
on teaching grammar and vocabulary. She largely followed her textbooks when teaching 
grammar and vocabulary but was open to integrating new ideas into her teaching, 
particularly when they fit with what she was already doing. Like Chloe, Sean was in the 
beginning of his teaching career, yet he saw himself as a scholar, an historian, a 
perspective intensified by his graduate studies. He created a hierarchy in his classroom in 
which he wielded all power. Understanding these contexts provides a sense for the 
multifinality of the outcomes presented in this study and the ethnographic approach I 
employed allowed me to attend to the nuances of these teachers’ experiences.  
The only person who fully embraced SFL-informed instruction was Chloe, a 
young woman with few time commitments outside of school hours, who had a love for 
kids and new ideas. Not every teacher fit this mold. Sean, who largely resisted bringing 
SFL to his classroom, offered a number of excuses about why he did not use SFL-themed 
resources or teaching techniques shared with him through PD: he did not have the time, 
he was not a language arts teacher, he had to give a test. Sister, with nearly five decades 
of teaching experience, informally met with me weekly to discuss her writing lessons and 
used certain elements of SFL-informed instruction in her teaching that drew on aspects of 
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her teaching with which she was familiar and comfortable. The three teachers different 
experiences point to the challenges and complexity of SFL-informed instruction. 
Learning how to teach with SFL can be difficult, with new terms to learn and an 
emphasis on teaching language and writing across content areas. Our university team did 
not bring a set curriculum for teachers to follow; rather, we shared a number of resources, 
including a Teachers’ Manual with sample lesson plans, ideas for mentor texts, outlines 
of various genres, and graphic organizers and offered to meet with teachers to help tailor 
SFL-themed lessons to their existing curricula. Teaching with SFL, therefore, takes time 
and dedication. Acknowledging that using this complicated linguistic theory to teach 
writing can be challenging is important and clearly played into Chloe, Sean, and Sister’s 
use of it in their classrooms. 
Limitations 
In assessing the findings from this study three factors should be kept in mind: the 
range of participants; time, in terms of the length of the study and the timing of PD; and 
expansion of data collection to include more observations and interviews. As there were 
only three participants in the study and only one was not a language arts teacher, 
expanding the range of participants could have been beneficial. Additionally, though the 
study spanned an entire school year, because it was the first year of the partnership and 
the first year of teachers’ exposure to SFL-informed instruction, observing teachers into 
another school year would have likely enriched the study, as would a more robust set of 




Range of Participants 
The first limitation of the current study lies in the range of participants. 
Participants included only three teachers at one site. Though the fact that all three 
teachers worked at one site could be seen as a strength, as their experiences were all 
nested within the same school context, it would have been beneficial to trace the 
experience of even more educators across content areas to see if there were differences in 
their experiences. For instance, it is important to note that Sean was the only teacher of 
the three who did not teach language arts, potentially contributing to his resistance to 
teaching writing. Where might a math teacher fall on each of the five continua? Could 
he/she be strong in all four dimensions except for his/her view of writing in that he/she 
does not view the teaching of writing as his/her responsibility? Questions such as this 
could have been explored had there been more participants across content areas in the 
study.  
Also related to the issue of participants is buy-in. All three teachers were strongly 
encouraged by Kerry to participate in the PD, though their levels of commitment 
certainly varied. Including teachers in all aspects of the change process can be beneficial 
(Bailey, 2000; Cohn & Kottcamp, 1993; Evans, 1996; Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009; 
McLaughlin, 1990; Rosenholtz, 1989). Perhaps if teachers had been given a choice about 
participating and the degree to which they would participate, there may have been less 
resistance from Sean. While our university team and Kerry considered it important for 
teachers to regularly attend PD meetings with my colleagues and me, if Sean had been 
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able to create an observation schedule that was more flexible, he might have embraced 
the initiative more readily. 
Additionally, as it was the teachers first year being exposed to SFL, it would have 
been beneficial to encourage more collaboration between teachers who taught similar 
genres. Though Chloe remarked that she would share ideas and resources with a 
colleague who was also planning to teach reports and MEB addressed these issues in 
monthly meetings, it may have helped teachers to have more frequent discussion with 
peers about their practice and to observe others teaching various genres. They could have 
shared ideas with one another about what was and was not working and then used those 
conversations as a springboard for discussion in our weekly meetings. Collaboration with 
peers can be an integral part of getting teachers to implement an initiative (Abdal-Haqq, 
1996; Guskey, 1994), and encouraging such collaborative relationships between teachers 
at St. E’s may have helped teachers integrate more aspects of SFL-informed instruction, 
like the phases of the TLC into their teaching.  
Issues of Time 
Both the length of the study and the fact that teachers were in their first year of 
participation are also limitations of the study. The current study took place over the 
course of one school year, which was useful in that I had time to regularly observe Sean 
and Sister Agnes in their classrooms and work with them from their initial exposure to 
SFL at the Summer Institute in August to the end of their school year in June. Due to 
unforeseen circumstances I was only able to observe Chloe’s teaching from the beginning 
of the school year to mid-December. As research indicates, however, change takes time 
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(Abdal-Haqq, 1996; Fullan, 2007; Guskey, 1994; Lucilio, 2009). Providing teachers 
ample time to carry out a change endeavor is important, as is providing ongoing support 
while teachers encounter new ideas and ways of teaching (Fullan, 2007). SFL can be a 
difficult theory to grasp, with its metalanguage (as outlined in Chapter 4) and emphasis 
on teaching technical aspects of language. As such, continuing to observe teachers into 
another year after they have had time to work further with the theory and its applications 
and having opportunities to revise and reteach lessons from the first year would have 
enriched my study. Additionally, supplementing their often-low salaries with a stipend to 
attend intensive, ongoing professional development over the summer and after school 
hours might have influenced their participation and teaching of writing.  
Though beyond my control, it would have been beneficial to observe Chloe’s 
classroom over the whole school year as well, to better understand her journey through 
SFL. Her leaving St. Elizabeth School mid-year was unfortunate for both the St. 
Elizabeth school community and this study. Our university team and her students could 
have continued to learn a great deal from Chloe, who passionately embraced many 
aspects of SFL-informed instruction from the outset of our work together. What would 
her commitment have looked like over time? How would she have continued to teach 
genres across the curriculum? What gains would her students have made in their writing 
after spending a year engaged in rich conversation during joint construction lessons? 
These are all questions that could have been addressed had I had the opportunity to 





 While I collected a great deal of data throughout this study, including, responses 
to surveys, extensive fieldnotes from observations, interview responses, and archival data 
such as sample student work and sample lesson plans, to get a richer picture of teachers’ 
beliefs and practices about teaching writing, it would have been beneficial for me to 
interview teachers at three time points during the school year. In addition to 
administering the pre-survey in August at the Summer Institute, I could have done an 
informal interview with Chloe, Sean, and Sister Agnes in the first weeks of school and 
again mid-year in January, rather than solely at the end of the school year. I originally 
planned to interview teachers twice, once in April and once at the end of the school year. 
My second interview protocol, however, centered on teachers’ plans for teaching writing 
into the new school year. Neither Sister Agnes, who planned on retiring, nor Chloe, who 
was leaving the profession, would be in the classroom, so in June I only interviewed Sean 
a second time. Though I spoke with these teachers informally each week, more focused 
questions could have benefitted my efforts to understand their experiences with SFL-
informed instruction over time and their views about teaching writing more generally. 
Implications 
Implications of my study include those for teacher educators, particularly those 
preparing teachers working with ELs and professional development providers. Below I 





Implications for Teacher Educators 
This study supports studies in the field of writing research that point to the need to 
offer courses in teacher preparation programs on teaching writing and writing theory 
(Alliance for Excellent Education, 2007; Gilbert & Graham, 2010; The National 
Commission on Writing, 2003; NCTE, n.d., 2006; Rief, 2006). All three participants in 
the study held teaching certification, Sister being the only one to have both a bachelor’s 
and a master’s degree specifically in education.  Despite certification, none of the 
participants reported having any coursework in teaching writing and only Sister reported 
having a few hours of PD in writing before our work together, further pointing to the 
need to engage teachers in course work and training on teaching writing.  
Additionally, as the numbers of English learners (ELs) increases in schools across 
the country, attending to their learning needs is also of utmost importance. 
Approximately five million ELs attend schools in the US (Mather & Foxen, 2010), yet 
their writing achievement is often below students in other sub-groups (Fry, 2007; Fry, 
2008), begging the need to focus on teaching writing to ELs, a central aim of my study.  
Considering these demographic changes, it is imperative for all teachers to be 
prepared to work with ELs (Lucas, 2011). This study offers a window into what works 
for ELs, particularly when teachers implement the SFL-informed pedagogical cycle to 
scaffold students’ ability to write in a given genre. As seen in Chloe’s case study, 
students guided through each phase of the TLC are apt to learn the nuances of a genre, 
including key language features and attention to audience. In phases, such as 
deconstruction wherein teachers and students unpack mentor texts with an emphasis on 
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key textual features, such as structure, verb tense, and word choice, students have the 
chance to learn to read as writers (see Brisk, Hodgson Drysdale, & O’Connor, 2011; 
Pavlak, 2013) and apply those skills to their own writing. Additionally, the joint 
construction phase of the TLC, as depicted in multiple scenes from Chloe’s class, offers a 
potentially powerful way to engage students in the writing process and introduce them to 
language in a meaningful way. Furthermore, joint construction can provide opportunities 
for increased interaction and collaboration, processes proven to be extraordinarily useful 
for ELs (Cummins, 1996; Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2008; Gibbons, 2009; Lessow-
Hurley, 1999; Richard-Amato, 1996; Verplaetse, 2008). 
This study also points to the importance of writing across genres (for varying 
purposes) and content areas. This study emphasized enhanced teaching of writing, 
increased student achievement in the area of writing, and better preparation of teachers to 
meet the needs of a changing student population. It is important to note that though SFL-
informed instruction has proven particularly useful for enhancing the writing of English 
learners with its emphasis on teaching language in context (see Brisk, Hodgson-Drysdale, 
& O’Connor, 2011; Brisk & Zisselsberger, 2010; Gebhard, et al., 2007; Schleppegrell & 
Go, 2007) it is also useful for native English speakers. SFL-informed instruction and 
studies such as the one put forth in this paper could impact education on multiple levels, 
including professional development.  
PD Providers 
Though addressing the teaching of writing with pre-service teachers is of utmost 
importance, so is the need for increasing PD for in-service teachers (Graham & Perin, 
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2007a; The National Commission on Writing, 2003). This study adds to the field, with 
implications for professional development providers more generally and those focused on 
writing in particular. Lessons can be learned from the three teachers’ experiences and our 
university team’s work at St. E’s.   
Our university team, consisting of a university professor and two doctoral 
students (my colleague and me) trained in SFL theory and its application to the 
classroom, all provided assistance to teachers on-site. While MEB met with teachers 
monthly at the St. Elizabeth School campus, a fellow doctoral student and I spent time 
each week with teachers and students in their classrooms during writing lessons. As such, 
professional development was an ongoing process integrated into the life of St. E’s 
(Guskey, 1994); we were facilitators of the PD process (see Le Fevre & Richardson, 
2002), rather than providers of one-time professional development. In line with PD 
strategies deemed “meaningful” for in-service teachers, during our weekly visits, we 
“consult[ed] closely with teachers, observ[ed] in classes, model[ed] practices by working 
with students . . . and engag[ed] in extensive dialogue with the teachers” (Le Fevre & 
Richardson, 2002, p. 484).   
As a result of working so closely with teachers in their classrooms, we were better 
able to align our efforts to change writing instruction with teachers’ ongoing work 
(Abdal-Haqq 1996; Fullan, 1995; Lucilio, 2009) and to involve teachers in the change 
process (Abdal-Haqq, 1996; Guskey, 1994; Lucilio, 2009). We spent time getting to 
know them, their teaching styles, and their curriculum; my two university colleagues and 
I also discussed teachers’ progress weekly at a meeting on campus. This gave us ample 
 	  
396 
time to share ideas about what might benefit certain teachers and draw on one another’s 
expertise to better align resources with teachers’ practice. Lucilio (2009) also notes the 
importance of emphasizing “content-specific areas and teaching strategies” (p. 73), which 
MEB did as part of her monthly PD meetings and my colleague and I reinforced during 
weekly conversations with teachers. When Sister, for example, taught how-to articles, I 
sought out a number of mentor texts that meshed with her eighth graders’ interests in 
activities like baking and model building.  
Though aiming to alter teachers’ beliefs and values about writing instruction, our 
university team operated from a constructivist perspective realizing that the knowledge, 
experiences, and skills both teachers and students bring to the classroom are fundamental 
to promoting change. We sought to honor teachers’ knowledge (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 
1999; Cochran-Smith & Lytle 2009; Lieberman, 1995; Richardson & Hamilton, 1994; 
Richardson & Anders, 1994; Richardson, 1994) and built off their expertise to best fit our 
PD with their existing practices in a meaningful way. MEB, my fellow doctoral student, 
and I, for example, shared mentor texts that aligned with topics of study in teachers’ 
curriculum and could be used during the deconstruction phase of the TLC, graphic 
organizers that would enrich joint construction lessons, and referred to materials in the 
Teachers’ Manual that would help with executing their writing lessons. We did not aim to 
replace teachers’ existing practices but add to them through teaching writing across 
content areas and for varying purposes.  
In addition, we established a collaborative relationship between a K-8 school and 
a university to address the writing needs of ELs in a professional development effort, 
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which is much needed in helping ELs succeed (The National Commission on Writing, 
2003). Teachers, like Chloe, who embraced our work seemed to benefit from sharing 
ideas and resources which further highlights the influence a study like this can have on 
better preparing teachers to teach writing. Furthermore, those who cultivated caring 
relationships with students, viewed teaching writing as their responsibility, recognized 
the needs of ELs, and were committed to professional growth were more likely to take on 
a new approach to teaching writing, pointing to the importance of considering multiple 
dimensions of teaching during professional development endeavors.  
Findings from this dissertation point to the fact that PD is not just about giving 
teachers tools, such as a new pedagogical technique. Rather, attending to multiple 
dimensions of teaching, including the affective, are also key to helping teachers enhance 
their practice. This study revealed that teachers’ beliefs and perspectives, including 
dimensions such as their view of writing and their commitment to professional growth 
and collaboration were important influences in their uptake of a new approach to teaching 
writing. Had I embraced a singular focus on whether or not teachers used a new 
approach, like SFL-informed instruction by only examining their use of SFL 
metalanguage and teaching tools presented to them through PD provided by the 
university, I may have missed the fact that multiple dimensions were at play in their 
experiences.  Though elements of the Framework for Unpacking Teachers’ Uptake of 
SFL-informed Instruction are specifically linked to working with ELs and a writing 
initiative, with a few alterations, it can be used to better understand teachers’ uptake of 
other change endeavors, thereby broadening the potential impact of this study from 
 	  
398 
simply those emphasizing teaching writing to middle grade students to educational 
reform more generally. With some modifications, this framework could be used to 
examine a wide range of educational reforms.  
Future Research 
This study adds to the literature in the field of enhancing the teaching of writing 
to middle school students, particularly English learners, through a professional 
development initiative rooted in SFL theory. To date, this body of literature is scant (see 
Aguirre-Munoz, et al., 2008; O’Dowd, 2012; Schleppegrell & Go, 2007). While SFL has 
begun to influence instruction in the United States (See Brisk, 2011; Brisk, 2012; Brisk, 
Hodgson-Drysdale, & O’Connor, 2011; Brisk & Zisselsberger, 2010; Gebhard, et al., 
2007; Gebhard & Harman, 2011; Gebhard, Shin, & Seger, 2011; Pavlak, 2013; 
Schleppegrell & Go, 2007) few studies have looked at teachers’ experiences with SFL-
informed instruction over time (see Daniello, 2012 unpublished dissertation; Daniello, in 
press; Daniello, Turgut, & Brisk, in press).  
Further exploration of the affective dimensions of teaching and learning as they 
relate to SFL-informed would be useful, as would expanding the range of participants to 
those teaching across content areas in the middle grades. Doing so would provide an even 
richer picture of the shape of teachers’ experiences with PD aimed at enhancing the 
teaching of writing through systemic functional linguistics and could inform future 
professional development efforts in the teaching of writing. As noted previously, for 
example, teachers who work in specific content areas like math, history, or science where 
writing has not traditionally been their curricular focus may score high on four of the five 
 	  
399 
dimensions outlined above but weak in their view of writing. If this were the case, PD 
efforts could aim to help teachers rethink writing across the curriculum and build the 
view that all teachers are writing teachers. SFL-informed instruction has the potential to 
enhance the writing of both English learners and native English speakers and bringing 
this theory-based reform to teachers through ongoing PD initiatives like the one 
highlighted in this study can further enrich writing instruction and build both stronger 
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Appendix A: Initial Teacher Interview Protocol 
Background 
• Tell me about your path to teaching.  
Probe: What made you decide to become a teacher?  
Probe: Tell me about your teacher preparation program? Did you have any formal 
preparation to work with language minority students?  
Probe: How long have you been teaching? 
Probe: How did you get into teaching?  
Probe: What do you enjoy most/find most rewarding? Least/most dissatisfying? 
About teaching? What are your strengths and challenges as a teacher?  
• Has your teaching changed since the beginning of your teaching career? If so, 
how? 
Probe: Specific examples? Content, style, discipline? 
Probe: How about your beliefs about teaching? Any changes?  
• How do you try to meet the variety of literacy needs students bring to the 
classroom?  
• Tell me about your experience working at St. Rose.  
Probe: How long have you been at St. Rose? 
Probe: Have you seen any changes in the school (students, staff, curriculum, 
administration) since you have been here?  
Probe: What do you enjoy most/least about working at St. Rose? 
Writing Instruction:  
• [Preface: I am not looking for any particular answer. Just want to get a sense from 
you what is working]. What does writing instruction look like in your classroom? 
Probe: What types of writing do you teach? 
Probe: What influences how you teach writing? 
Probe: Is this different than how you used to teach writing? 
Probe: Have you experienced any changes in feelings about teaching 
writing/changes in preparedness to teach writing since we started working 
together?  
• How/are you using SFL and genre to teach writing? 
Probe: How/Has your knowledge of language developed since the BC/St. Rose 
partnership began? 
Probe: Has SFL-informed instruction been helpful in your teaching. If so, how?  
• Tell me about how you teach language to your students.  
Probe: What aspects of language do you teach? 
Probe: Are there any aspects of language that you still struggle to teach? 
Probe: Are there any aspects of language you particularly enjoy teaching? 
• How/Has our work together affected your writing instruction? 
Probe: Has there been any impact on your understanding of the literacy/language 




• What as the experience of working with us been like for you? 
Probe: What has worked well?  
Probe: What could be changed?  
Probe: What sort of support would you like to see from us (to help make writing 




Appendix B: Final Teacher Interview Protocol 
 
Teaching Writing 
• How would you describe the BC/St. Rose writing project at your school? In other 
words, if you were going to explain the SFL-informed writing project to a teacher 
at another school what would you say?  
• What are your overall impressions of the SFL-informed writing project?  
Probe: Overall, what has participating in the SFL-informed project been like for 
you?  
• What are the most helpful aspects of the SFL-informed project? 
• What are the least helpful aspects of the SFL-informed project? 
• Have your feelings changed about teaching writing in any way since the start of 
our work together? 
• What kind of advice would you give to another teacher who is just starting out 
with either the SFL-informed work or teaching writing more generally?  
 
Moving forward with the initiative  
• In looking forward, tell me about how you see our working continuing next 
school year.  
Probe: Do you see teachers continuing to use SFL to inform writing instruction? 
Probe: What role do you see teachers and the principal having in taking this work 
forward? 
• If we were to expand this program to other schools, what advice would you offer?  
• Is there anything else related to the BC/St. Rose SFL-informed writing project 
that you would like to talk about?  




Appendix C: Principal Interview Protocol 
 
Background 
• Tell me about your path to becoming a principal.  
Probe: What made you decide to become a principal?  
Probe: Tell me about your teacher/administrator preparation program? Did you 
have any formal preparation to work with language minority students? Or in 
literacy? 
Probe: How long have you been an administrator? 
Probe: How long have you been working in school? 
Probe: How did you get into teaching/being an administrator?  
Probe: What do you enjoy most/find most rewarding about your work? 
Least/most dissatisfying? About being a principal? What are your strengths and 
challenges as a leader?  
Probe: What made you decide to be a principal at a Catholic school?  
• Tell me about your leadership style. Has your leadership style changed since the 
beginning of your career? If so, how? 
Probe: Specific examples? Style, discipline? 
Probe: How about your beliefs about leading? Any changes?  
• Tell me about your experience working at St. Rose.  
Probe: How long have you been at St. Rose? 
Probe: How did you come to work at St. Rose? 
Probe: Have you seen any changes in the school (students, staff, curriculum, 
administration) since you have been here?  
Probe: What do you enjoy most/least about working at St. Rose? 
Probe: What is your vision for St. Rose?  
 
Writing Instruction:  
[Preface: I am not looking for any particular answer. Just want to get a sense from you 
what is working]. 
 
• Tell me about writing curriculum development at St. Rose. 
• How did the partnership between St. Rose and BC evolve? 
• What does writing instruction look like in your school? 
• How did writing instruction look prior to this school year?  
Probe: Is this different than how you used to teach writing? 
Probe: Have you experienced any changes in feelings about teaching 





• What as the experience of working with us been like for you? 
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Probe: What has worked well?  
Probe: What could be changed?  
Probe: What sort of support would you like to see from us (to help make writing 




Appendix D: 2011-2012 St. Elizabeth Writing Calendar  
 
St. Elizabeth Writing Calendar 4-8 (product of August 2011 PD) 
*Genres in bold will be done first in the school year. 
















































































































Appendix E: Overview of PD topics  
 TOPICS	  AND	  STRATEGIES TYPE	  OF	  PROFFESIONAL	  DEVELOPMENT 
   IMPLEMENTATION (Grade/Content	  area/Teacher) 
 SI MM WM IC  Context	  of	  culture √     Overview	  of	  Genres √  √ √√ 6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn 8/History/Murphy Stages	  of	  Genres  √√ √ √√ 6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn 8/History/Murphy Procedure:	  Stages,  √√ √ √√ 6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn 8/Language	  Arts/Sister	  Agnes Procedure:	  language	  features  √ √ √√ 8/Language	  Arts/Sister	  Agnes Recounts:	  types,	  structural	  organization √ √ √ √ 6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn 8/Language	  Arts/Sister	  Agnes 8/History/Murphy Title  √ √ √ 6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn Orientation:	  information	  and	  style  √ √ √ 6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn Procedural	  recount  √    Fictional	  Narratives  √√√ √ √ 8/Language	  Arts/Sister	  Agnes Stages,	  graphic	  organizers	  for	  stages,	  character	  development 
 √√ √ √ 
 
 6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn 
Text	  connectives	  and	  initial	  themes	  in	  a	  paragraph 
 √    
Reports √ √    Exposition  √    
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Explanations,	  various	  types  √√ √ √ 8/History/Murphy Response	  to	  Literature	  Genres  √ √ √ 6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn 8/Language	  Arts/Sister	  Agnes Poetry   √ √ 7	  &	  8/Language	  Arts/Sister	  Agnes Register	  General	  introduction √     Field √ √√    Vocabulary	  development;	  repetition	  of	  words 
 √ √ √ √ 6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn 8/Language	  Arts/Sister	  Agnes Verb	  types √ √ √ √√ 6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn 8/Language	  Arts/Sister	  Agnes Noun	  Groups,	  Adjectivals √ √√ √ √√ 6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn 8/Language	  Arts/Sister	  Agnes Diamantes	  (type	  of	  poem	  that	  emphasizes	  adjectivals) 
 √    
Generalized	  Participants  √    Nominalization,	  apposition  √    Adverbials:	  types,	  structure  √ √ √ 6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn 8/Language	  Arts/Sister	  Agnes Tenor √ √√ √ √ 8/Language	  Arts/Sister	  Agnes Modality,	  evaluative	  vocabulary,	  grading  √    Mode	  general	  introduction √     Text	  Connectives  √    
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Reference	  ties  √√ √   How	  to	  pack	  language	  using	  non-­‐finite	  verbs  √    Theme-­‐rheme;	  macro	  and	  hyper	  theme  √    Content	  of	  a	  Genre	  Unit √   √  Writing	  Calendar	  for	  the	  year √     
STRATEGIES 
     Graphic	  Organizers √ √  √ √√  6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn 8/Language	  Arts/Sister	  Agnes 8/History/Murphy Teaching	  and	  Learning	  Cycle	  (TLC) √ √√ √ √ √	  6 6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn 8/Language	  Arts/Sister	  Agnes 8/History/Murphy Students	  interviewing	  each	  other	  to	  write	  biographies	  of	  each	  other 
 √    
Deconstruction	  of	  texts	  with	  graphic	  organizers	  to	  learn	  structure	  of	  specific	  genres 
 √ √ √ 
 
6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn 8/Language	  Arts/Sister	  Agnes 8/History/Murphy Deconstruction	  of	  text	  to	  get	  ideas	  of	  how	  to	  write 
 √ √ √ 6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn 8/Language	  Arts/Sister	  Agnes Deconstruction	  of	  good	  student	  samples  √ √   Give	  students	  several	  options	  of	  how	  to	  write	  a	  stage	  in	  a	  genre	  and	  let	  them	  choose 
 √ √ √ 6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn 
Prompts,	  problems  √    
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Building	  content	  knowledge	  through	  processes,	  participants	  and	  circumstances 
 √ √ √ 6/Language	  Arts/	  Quinn 
Theme/rheme	  strategies  √    Cross-­‐Age	  Projects  √    














Appendix F: TLC Handout 
 
 
Phase	  1:	  Negotiating	  the	  field	  
• Get	  students	  familiar	  with	  the	  genre	  and	  the	  content	  they	  will	  be	  writing	  about.	  
• Talk	  about	  purpose.	  Be	  explicit	  about	  audience.	  
• Refer	  to	  the	  binder.	  
• Read	  many	  mentor	  texts	  from	  the	  genre	  that	  will	  also	  build	  content	  knowledge.	  
Phase	  2:	  Deconstruction	  of	  Texts	  	  
• Continue	  to	  read,	  read,	  read	  well-­‐written	  mentor	  texts	  (See	  binder	  for	  genre-­‐specific	  suggestions).	  
• Deconstruct	  them	  with	  the	  students.	  
• Look	  at	  specific	  text	  features	  (like	  the	  orientation,	  body,	  conclusion)	  AND/OR	  language	  features	  (noun	  groups,	  verb	  tenses	  and	  types,	  etc.	  See	  binder	  for	  details).	  	  
• Point	  out	  what	  published	  authors	  do	  to	  help	  students	  become	  more	  familiar	  with	  the	  genre	  and	  the	  expectations	  for	  their	  writing.	  
Phase	  3:	  Joint	  Construction	  of	  Text	  













• After	  introducing	  students	  to	  the	  text	  and	  language	  features	  of	  the	  genre,	  WRITE	  A	  TEXT	  TOGETHER.	  This	  can	  be	  one	  (or	  many)	  paragraphs,	  a	  graphic	  organizer,	  a	  letter,	  a	  poem	  (depending	  on	  the	  genre,	  the	  medium,	  and	  your	  students’	  needs).	  
• Let	  the	  students	  generate	  ideas	  while	  you	  facilitate	  the	  process.	  You	  can	  write	  as	  they	  share	  ideas	  or	  have	  students	  scribe.	  	  
• Keep	  the	  text	  visible	  for	  students	  to	  use	  as	  a	  reference	  during	  independent	  writing.	  
Phase	  4:	  Independent	  Construction	  &	  key	  points	  
• Students	  write	  on	  their	  own,	  in	  pairs,	  or	  in	  small	  groups	  using	  the	  knowledge	  and	  experience	  gained	  from	  the	  previous	  three	  phases.	  
• Scaffold	  students’	  learning	  by	  moving	  them	  through	  (and	  often	  back	  and	  forth)	  each	  phase	  of	  this	  cycle.	  	  
• Mentor	  texts	  are	  key.	  Read	  them	  aloud	  (while	  emphasizing	  important	  features)	  and	  make	  them	  available	  for	  students	  while	  they	  are	  writing.	  
• Excerpts	  (written	  or	  visual)	  from	  textbooks,	  chapters	  from	  novels,	  picture	  books,	  advertisements,	  how-­‐to	  manuals,	  and	  more	  can	  all	  be	  mentor	  texts	  –	  depending	  on	  the	  genre	  of	  study	  and	  the	  medium	  through	  which	  students	  will	  write.	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Appendix G: Personal Recount Graphic Organizer 
Personal	  Recount	  Graphic	  Organizer	  











What?	   When?	   Where?	  
	  




































Appendix H: Recording Genres of History 
	  
Genre	  	   Social	  
purpose	  
Stages	   Key	  Language	   Features	  
Autobiographical	  
recount	  
To	  retell	  the	  events	  of	  your	  own	  life	   Orientation	  Record	  of	  events	   Specific	  Participants	  authorial	  “I”	   Language	  of	  time	  
Biographical	  
recount	  
To	  retell	  the	  events	  of	  a	  person’s	  life	   Orientation	  Record	  of	  events	  (Evaluation	  of	  person)	  
Specific	  Participants	  more	  specialized	  lexis	  
Language	  of	  time	  
Historical	  
Recount	  
To	  retell	  events	  in	  the	  past	   Background	  Record	  of	  events	  (Deduction)	  	  
Generic	  Participants	  specialized	  lexis	  
Language	  of	  time	  
Historical	  
Account	  	  
To	  account	  for	  why	  vents	  happened	  in	  a	  particular	  sequence	  	  
Background	  Account	  of	  events	  (Deduction	  	  
Generic	  +	  abstract	  Participants	  specialized	  lexis	  nominalization	  	  
Language	  of	  time	  and	  cause-­‐and-­‐effect	  	  
Adapted	  from	  Coffin	  (2006)	  
	  
	  	  
